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Shamanism is an ancient religious form in China. Although it has existed for a 
very long period of time, the practice and function of shamanism are still alive in 
some parts of the Mainland China. Even in a technological and international city like 
Hong Kong, shamanism is still popular among particular groups of people in society. 
Its influence in the daily lives of these people does not seem to be on the wane and it 
will not banish as of people's belief in the supernatural still affects the life and death 
of a person. 
In this thesis, I will focus my investigation on a particular religious practitioner, 
the female shaman, also known as man mai po in Hong Kong, to provide another 
piece of data on the development of shamanism in Hong Kong. I will also study the 
symbolic meanings of the shaman's role and the practice in Hong Kong. I will try to 
see how shamans as cultural interpreters try to manipulate meanings in supernatural 
phenomena and Chinese traditional values to interpret the secular order and how 
Western rational ideology influences their operation. At last, I will also give my view 














This thesis is an anthropological study of shamanism In Hong Kong to 
understand magic In modem society. Shamanism is one of the oldest religious 
practices in China. In the ancient time, the shamans helped the leaders and emperors 
communicate with the spirits, predict the future, prevent disasters and hold religious 
rituals. Even though they had been suppressed by the state, they were still active 
participants in religious rituals and activities throughout the Chinese history. They 
were the medium between the living and the spirit world, helping people solve 
problems which cannot be dealed with the ordinary human power. Nowadays, 
shamans still operate in various regions of China and among the Overseas Chinese 
communities. 
Magic and Modernity 
When anthropology was established as a discipline, the topic of the 
relationship between magic, religion, science and modernity was one of the major 
discussions among the scholars. While the sociologists studied the process and nature 
of modernization, the anthropologists showed interest in the "traditional", 
pre-modern tribes contrast to the Western societies of modernity. The explanation of 
modernity usually emphasized the difference of the modern to the past (the 
traditional and premodern and was referred to civilization, technological 
individualism, etc. It indicated with the emergence of nation state and the increase in 
the state power. It was also associated with strong beliefs in rationality and progress. 
The development of modem society was a universal homogenizing progress in which 
other traditional 'premodem' societies would evolve and reach the state of European 
modernity, bringing about a global or world society. 
The decreasing importance of religion in the public sphere and its 
"privatization" was one of the popular assumptions of modernity. While the society 
became modernized, the state institutional power would overthrow religion's 
influence on people. Religion would then lose its importance and eventually replace 
by science, reason and bureaucracy. Among them, the three classic sociologists 
expressed their different implications. 
For Karl Marx, the transformative force shaping the modem society was 
capitalism. The increasing social division of labor gradually divided the society into 
different classes, the wage-laborers, capitalists, and landlords. With the evolution of 
modem industry, the workers were alienated from their work and their labor power 
was commodified. They were under exploitation from the bourgeoisie. Karl Marx 
expressed religion as the "opium of the people" (Cunningham 1999: 26). It was a 
social product, as "man makes religion, religion does not make man" (Marx 1977: 
63). It was an illusion used by the upper class to prevent discontent and resistance 
from the lower class. It was a hindrance to class struggle and continued the social 
inequality. Karl Marx believed the development of modernity would lead to a decline 
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of religion, as the workers began to see the truth of their situation and conduct class 
struggle to be free from exploitation and oppression. Therefore, Marx expressed his 
view on religion in one of his interview that as socialism grew, religion would 
disappear. The disappearance of religion would be caused by social development, in 
which "education must play a part". 
On the other hand, the French sociologist Emile Durkheim indicated the 
notion of modernity with structural differentiation and the nature of modernity as the 
impact of industrialism. The increasing complex division ·of labor diversified people 
in the society, which eventually caused the specialization of occupations, the 
differentiation of institutions and the individuation of personalities. Instead of 
viewing religion as the "beliefs in spiritual beings", Emile Durkheim defined religion 
in terms of "sacredness". He viewed religion as "a unified set of beliefs and practices 
relatives to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden- beliefs and 
practices which unite one single moral community - all those who adhere them" 
(Durkheim 1995: 44). It is a collective consciousness of the society which guided the 
people's behavior. As the society developed from mechanic solidarity to organic 
solidarity due to increasing population and competition with the impact of division of 
labor, the common consciousness broke apart and individualism increased. Although 
Durkhiem did not conclude that religion would disappear in the modem society, but 
it would lose its importance and legitimating power in the collective arena and retreat 
to the private level, as the increasing structural differentiation of social space would 
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result in the separation of religion from politics, economy, science and so on. As he 
expressed ( 1964: 169), 
Originally, it (religion) pervades everything, everything social is 
religious; the two words are synonymous. Then, little by little, political, 
economic, scientific functions free themselves from the religious function, 
constitute themselves apart and take on a more and more acknowledged 
temporal character. 
While Durkhiem discussed religion and modernity on the social structure, 
Max Weber focuses it on the sphere of ideas. For Weber, modernity indicated 
rationalization and secularization. According to his theory of modernization, Max 
Weber saw the emergence of modernity as the increase in rationality and 
consequently decline in tradition. He foresaw that "the fate of our times was 
characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above all, by the 
'disenchantment of the world"' (1946: 155). As modem society continued to develop, 
it would move from irrationality, charisma, or magical thinking to the clarity of 
science and the control of technology. In the book of The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism, he described how the Protestant ethic resulted in the rise of the 
spirit of capitalism. The continually developing capitalistic spirit eventually departed 
from the religious influence and formed a new economic and ideological structure 
emphasizing rational pursuit of economic gain, which caused people to separate the 
religious ideal from the economic domain of life and the workaday life (Weber 1976). 
While humanity moved from magic to religion due to professionalization, religion 
will then eventually lost its influence on human consciousness through the process of 
modernization (via the process of rationalization) which created a rational, 
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disenchanted and secular modem world. However, Weber was disillusioned about 
modernity, indicating that the highly rational and bureaucratically organized social 
order would eventually become the 'iron cage' of humanity, in which people were 
trapped. The over-rationalized society would suppress people's creativity, tradition 
and affective human ties, which result a desolate and sterile world culture (1946: 
155). 
Although focusing on different aspects of the society, the three scholars had a 
common conclusion on the development of the decline of religion in the modem 
society, with Weber's prediction being the most pessimistic. Influenced by the classic 
theories, especially Weber's, scholars at that time sought to liberate humanity from 
natural and religious limits (Holland 1988:43); thus, magic was usually seen as "an 
opposite to science" or a "mistaken science" (Herbert Spencer [ 1967] and lames 
Frazer [ 1990]). Edward Tylor ( 1970) even saw magic as a "monstrous farrago" or 
"precursor of science" (Tambiah 1990: 45, 52), which belonged to "primitive" and 
"savage" society. They emphasized the rationalization, disenchantment and 
demystification of the "modem West", seeing the European culture as the end and the 
goal of the evolutionary progress. 
The study of modernity and modernization as a universal, homogenous 
process of the West influencing the rest had remained dominant until the 1980s. The 
implications of secularization and disenchantment in modem society were also 
prevailed. Scholars followed up Durkheim and Weber's interpretations of the 
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interplay between social transformation and religious change and suggested the 
privatization of religion (Luckmann 1967; Berger 1967; Martin 1978). As what 
Bryan Wilson (1982: 176) indicated, "Religious perceptions and goals, 
religiously-induced sensitivities, religious-inspired morality, and religious 
socialization appear to be of no immediate relevance to the operation of the modem 
social system", the religious institutions retreated to render only emotional 
pacification. 
Coming up to the late 20th and 21st century, with the influence of postmodem, 
post-colonial and feminist theories, scholars began to question about the classic 
implication on modernity and modernization. More and more scholars are aware that 
"modernity" and its features and forces could actually be received, developed, and 
expressed in significantly different ways in different parts of the world (Sahlins 2000; 
Eisenstadt 2000; Wagner 2000; Martin 2005). The reason for this suggestion is that 
when anthropologists study the forms of development in contemporary Latin 
American, India, and East Asia, they find that even though the social and political 
development of these countries are largely influenced by the European and the Euro 
American modernity due to the past colonial experience or increasing interaction 
with the global economy, they are still different from each other, rather than fusing 
into a uniformed one world. In many case, they obtain the European modernity 
without sacrificing their own cultural histories and are able to retain their special 
local features. 
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Moreover, anthropologists gradually began to see the problem of the 
exaggeration of the superiority of science and recognized the limitation of the 
Western defined secular and scientific knowledge (Berger 1983 ). Margaret Wiener 
also draws on Marx 's commodity fetishism to indicate that modernity seemed to be 
"occult, haunted, fetishized, uncanny and rife with mystifications", rather than 
"exemplifying the transparently rational" (2004 ). Hugh Gysterson sees that magic 
and science, "far from being opposites, are increasingly fused at the hip" (2004 ). The 
secular order has its constraints and when people realize it, they will turn back to the 
sacred order, as what Berger suggests: 
Modernity secularity has had a problem consoling individuals 
for private suffering and injustice. An individual facing 
bereavement, physical pain or even an intolerable marriage is 
unlikely to be consoled by any of the great ideals of the myth of 
progress- the eventual triumph of natural science ... As the ideals 
themselves lost plausibility, Enlightenment secularity lost whatever 
potential it had for theodicy, and the consoling capacities of 
religion gained new credibility as a result" (Berger 1983: 15) 
The failure of the scientific knowledge in predicting uncontrollable events and 
the inability of the secular intelligence in providing meaning to such events, modem 
people will recourse to religious resolution, which gives rise to reenchantment. 
Because of this, it is obvious that the magical and religious phenomena have 
not disappeared from the countries that have run through the process of 
modernization. Will Herb erg ( 1960) shows that the process of modernization in the 
United States has strengthened institutionalized religion. Douglas (1982) suggested 
that the modernization does not diminish the importance of religions, but it merely 
reshapes them into new forms. Moreover, the growing popularity of shamanism, 
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which emphasizes the enchantment of individual spirituality (Ham er 1973 ), also 
illustrates that there is a reenchantment in modem society (Znamenski 2004: lxii-lxv). 
This reenchantment was counter to the scientific and disenchantment paradigm. 
However, instead of going back to the previous form of religion, many modem 
religions and religious organizations adapt the modem secular order and modem 
ideology into their teachings and practices to suit the modem people's need. 
Therefore, instead of overthrowing the modem social values, it builds up its 
doctrines and principles from the existing system of the modem society (Chan 1994 ). 
With this implication, anthropologists (Taussig 1997; Meyer and Pels 2003; 
Van der Geest 2005) argue magic no longer is the "exotic" and "isolated to primitive 
culture"; instead, it is a current system, which is accompanying with the process of 
modernization and has never left us throughout the development of modernity. They 
question about the theoretical implication of secularization as the empirical elements 
of modernity. However, instead of focusing on investigating the religious movements 
in the modem world, the new academics tended to focus on finding the magic in 
"supposed rationalized" social contexts ( Gmelch 2001, Dubisch 2001, Kaplan 2003, 
Meyer 2003 ). They proposed that the modem scientific and rational phenomena in 
fact consist of magical and metaphoric elements. Thus, there is a mixing of the two 
belief systems. 
Anthony Giddens ( 1991: 1) refers modernity to "modes of social life or 
organization which emerged in Europe from about the seventeenth century onwards 
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and which subsequently became more or less worldwide in their influence." I agree 
with the scholar's interpretation and admit that modernity and modernization had to 
some extense indicated westernization. The non-western societies actively obtain 
capitalism, urbanization, bureaucratization from the European societies to change 
their social and political institutions in order to achieve prosperity. However, this 
process is not equal to total adaptation and the replacement of one culture by the 
other. Instead, they adapt the European and Euro American modernity through 
selection or what we call as localization or indigenisation. Instead of viewing 
modernity as a series of institutional and social changes according to a uniform and 
homogeneous progress, I would rather consider it as a cultural project of internally 
conflicted movement. In this global era, the frequent interaction between different 
societies and the technological improvement cause rapid change within societies 
when comparing to the predmodem one. Modernity is now a global discourse in 
which "many participate, producing different formulations of the modern as lived 
and envisaged within their local social environments" (Dirlik 2002: 17). 
Moreover, the theory of secularization of the modern society would lead to 
the disappearance or privatization of magic and religion is proved by many scholars 
to be too simple and problematic. Therefore, the reenchantment of the modem 
society is introduced. However, when we look at the movement of reenchantmet, we 
see that it is not a concept of returning to old kinds of religious forms, but it serves to 
renew and regenerate the existing social system, which in some way, fulfill the 
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renew and regenerate the existing social system, which in some way, fulfill the 
existing constraints of the secular order. The popularity of western and Chinese 
horoscope, tarot and other kinds of divination indicates that magic has remained, 
transformed and penetrated into different aspects of Hong Kong society. However, 
one can see these forms of magic are reinterpreted and reconstructed to fit the 
modern society, which resulting a blurred relationship between magic and modernity. 
I choose to study one of the oldest religious forms of practice, shamanism, as my 
research topic. In order to have a clearer understanding on the development of magic 
in modern society, I study shamanism in Hong Kong. I try to focus on investigating 
shamanism operating in a modem metropolis and the meaning of shamanism to the 
believers and the shaman him/herself to show how magical and secular knowledge 
cooperate with one another to construct enchantment in a modern society. 
Academic Study of Shamanism 
It is essential to review previous research on shamanism in anthropology before 
analyzing the specific Hong Kong shamanic activities. The western perspectives on 
shamanism have changed and clashed over the centuries. The development of the 
study has been largely influenced by continually changing discussions on the 
relationship between magic and modernization. 
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1. The Early Studies of Shamanism: Shaman as Demonic and 
Charlatan 
Before the occurrence of anthropology in the mid 191h century, there were 
already people who started to study the mysterious religious-like activities in other 
societies. During the 16th and 17th century, there were clergymen, adventurers and 
travelers going to explore the "exotic" world in the remote areas. The word "shaman" 
was brought back to Europe by the Hollander E. Y sbronts Ides, and by A dam Brand, 
from the Tungusian tribes of Siberia (Laufer 1917: 361) to describe the person who 
claimed to be able to communicate with spirits. 
After seeing the peculiar dancing and shouting of diviners during the healing 
process and hearing the members talking about the beliefs of communicating with 
spirits and ghosts, most of them expressed their distaste when they wrote about them. 
At that time, since the power of the Catholic and Protestant churches was great, tens 
of thousands of putative witches and sorcerers had been executed in Europe. 
Therefore, to discuss shamanic activities and power would bring dangers to the 
author. In addition, most of the writers were the clergymen (such as Antoine Biet, 
and Andre Thevet), literature about shamans (diviners) in the other world were used 
to criticize the "lack of faith and good religion" of the primitive people (Narby and 
Huxley 2001: 1 ). They described their acts as "Devil worship" and called the diviners 
"ministers of the Devil" (Narby and Huxley 2001: 1, 9). For example, the Spanish 
navigator and historian Gonzalo Femandez de Oviedo described "revered" old men, 
held in "high esteem," who used tobacco in order to "worship the Devil" (Narby and 
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Huxley 2001: 11-12). Russian clergyman Avvakum Petrovich also described the 
Siberian shaman as a "villain" who called "demons" (Narby and Huxley 2001: 9, 18). 
Although this literature about shamans was quite valuable for later scholars to 
understand the indigenous people's culture and lifestyle, they were actually the voice 
of the church, which were used to criticize the "others". Therefore, they were written 
with religious biases and prejudice. 
During the early 18th century, as the European observers had more contact with 
people who claimed to have communication with the spirits, they started to see them 
from a different angle. With the coming of the period of Enlightenment, the scholars 
at that time emphasized the importance of logical and scientific ideology. They 
viewed magic as an antithesis of rational modernity. The intellectualist observers no 
longer saw the healers and magicians as the worshippers of evil; instead, they 
belittled them as "charlatans," "imposters," and "jugglers", describing their works as 
based on "deception" (Meyer and Pels 2003: 7). 
However, as Flaherty (1992: 7) mentioned in her book Shamanism and the 
Eighteenth Century, the 18th century was not totally preoccupied with rationalism, 
humanism, and scientific determinism; manifestations of romanticism and the occult 
were present as well. Enlightenment figures like Denis Diderot and J oseph Franco is 
Lafitau also expressed an ambiguous view on shamans. On one hand, Denis Diderot 
saw the shamans as "jugglers" and "imposters" who performed "tricks that seem 
supernatural to an ignorant and superstitious people" (1965: 32). On the other hand, 
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he thought that "the supernatural occasionally enters into their operations", "they do 
not always guess by chance", are and sometimes "quite close to the mark" (N arby 
and Huxley 2001: 34). Joseph Francois Lafitau also thought that though he too 
considered the shamans to be "jugglers", he agreed that "there was something more 
to their practices than just trickery" (Narby and Huxley 2001: 23). 
German philosopher Johann Herder viewed shamans with more indulgence 
than other observers at his time. He believed that "enthusiasm, shamanism, and all 
aspects of the irrational had to be acknowledged openly and confronted" (Flaherty 
1992: 149). He defended the shamans' deceptive act as true to the spirit of people and 
that "forgery was therefore neither a relevant concept nor a possibility" (Flaherty 
1992: 140). He interpreted that the activities of the shamans had to do with the power 
of imagination and of the human mind and he commented that imagination seems to 
be "the knot of the relationships between mind and body" and "relates to the 
construction of the entire body, and in particular of the brain and nerves-as 
numerous and astonishing illnesses demonstrate" (Narby and Huxley 2001: 37). 
Although there were exceptions, the Enlightenment observers tried to deal with 
the shamanic phenomena through reason and rationality. Thus, they viewed the 
shamanic activities as troubling and the shamans as imposters who "deserved 
debunking" (Narby and Huxley 2001: 2). Although they no longer associated 
shamans with devil worshippers, their disesteem on the subject kept western science 
and philosophy from taking shamanism seriously. 
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2. Emergence of the Academic Analysis 
During the mid 19th century, there was the emergence of academic analysis of 
human beings and the social anthropology started to develop as a field. Research was 
strongly influenced by the positivistic dogma of Enlightenment and the new 
development of Darwinism, anthropology as a subject, which had originated in the 
late 19th century, was deeply affected by this movement. Scholars like Edward Tylor 
(1970) and Henry Morgan (1998) considered that all groups in the world needed to 
go through the same process of evolution. They emphasized the rationalization, 
disenchantment and demystification of the "modern West" and science, seeing the 
European culture as the end and the goal of the evolutionary progress. With this 
historical and ideological ba9kground, most anthropologists used their western 
concept of rationality and ideology to comment on the social, political and religious 
structure of other societies. Thus, they viewed the culture of the "others" as primitive 
and savage. 
The early study of shamanism was also influenced by this kind of thinking and 
it is studied as the "primitive spirituality" of the savage society. The previous study 
on shamanism also raised the attention of the scholars towards this kind of spiritual 
practitioners. Some of them traveled to the area and had direct contact with the 
shamans and their people. 
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Shamanism as Mental Disorder and Psychoanalysis 
From the end of the 19th century to the early 20th century, most of the writers and 
academics studied shamanism through the eyes of modern medicine, psychology and 
psychiatry (Znamenski 2004: xxxvi). Since many shamans had experienced oral and 
physical pain before they obtained their power, shamanism was thus considered as 
culturally sanctioned mental deviance. Scholars (such as Bogoraz; Czaplicka; 
Devereux 1961) that the harsh geographical environment had caused the shaman to 
hsve the symptoms of neurosis and hallucination. 
Anthropologist Bogoraz studied the shamans 1n the Northeastern Asia and 
concluded that shamanism was a "form of religion that was created through the 
selection of mentally unstable people" (Znamenski 2004: xxxvii). Czaplicka 
indicated that the hysterical tendencies seem to be common among the peoples of 
Artic. The artic climate of cold weather, darkness and scarcity of food caused the 
Siberians with mental illness of "Artic hysteria". The Siberian shamans were likely 
to have victims of this symptom of neurosis in the initiation stage (Collins 1999). 
In her paper ((Shamans and Acute Schizophrenia ", the American psychiatrist 
Julian Silverman suggested that shamanism is similar to acute schizophrenia because 
the two conditions have in common "grossly non-reality-oriented ideation, abnormal 
perceptual experiences, profound emotional upheavals, and bizarre mannerisms" 
( 1967: 22). The only difference between shamanic states and schizophrenia in 
Western industrialized societies is "the degree of cultural acceptance of the 
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individual's psychological resolution of a life crisis" (ibdi: 23 ). In a culture that did 
not provide referential guideline for coping with the unique life crisis of the person, 
the abnormal experience of shamanism is "beneficial to the individual cognitively 
and affectively" (ibid: 21) 
Yet, apart from viewing shamanism as mental disorder, scholars also emphasized 
the psychological function of the shamans performed in a society. They viewed the 
therapeutic efficacy as a "rationally comprehensible justification for shaman rituals 
(Atkinson 1992: 313). They treated shamanism as a "social institution that tribal 
people used to channel symbolically their collective or individual fears and 
anxieties" (Znamenski 2004: xxxviii). Some of the researchers (Roheim 1951; Boy er 
1962) were influenced by Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytic theories and techniques 
to shamanism with sexual allusions. 
However, other scholars tended to leave the sexual allusions aside and 
investigated the psychological functions of shamanism to the shamans and the people. 
For example, William Howells (1962) studied the Siberian and Eskimo shamans. 
Although he showed that the shamans might suffer from "Artic hysteria" in their 
initiation state, shamanism helped the shamans to release tension and got rid of 
hysteria. Moreover, as he wrote: 
The contribution of shamanism is not only that it exhaust the social 
tensions of the shaman himself, and makes him a figure of consequence rather 
than a slightly psychopathic social liability, but also that it drains off the 
potential hysteria of the whole community, through the excitement and the 
drama of the shaman's performance (Howells 2001: 1 08). 
Shamanism had its function on protecting not only the shamans, but also the 
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whole society from emotional breakdown. Through the dramatic performance, the 
shaman prevented the whole community suffered with the potential of hysteria. 
For decades, anthropologists had argued about the mental health of the shamans. 
French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss was one of the anthropologists who 
emphasized that shamans were more "like psychoanalysts than psychopaths" 
(Levi-Strauss 2001: 3). In his study of shamanic curing rituals among the Cuna 
Indians of Panama (1963), Levi-Strauss saw shamans as "primal" psychoanalysts, 
rather than deviants, saying they used the symbolic tools of tribal mythology to 
perform effective healing for the tribal people. Levi-Strauss also indicated the 
difference between shamans and psychoanalysts in healing process: the shamans 
spoke and the psychoanalysts listened (1963: 198-204). The therapeutic efficacy tried 
to investigate the medical and psychological functions of shamanism and shamanic 
rituals subjected to rational explanation. It gave a new direction for learning the 
characteristics of shamanism and offered comparative studies among different 
society. 
Using the psychological analysis of shamanism gave us a new 
understanding of the nature of shamanism. However, studying shamanism had to be 
associated with social and cultural meanings when it had been practiced in a society. 
Contemporary researchers on shamanism rarely pathologize shamans; instead they 
treat these spiritual practitioners as traditional healers and doctors for their people 
and recognize their psychological, social and symbolic function in the society. Even 
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when scholars addressed the shamans as wounded healers and fantasy-prone, they 
analyzed them with respect. 
Shamanism and Social Order 
Throughout the early studies of shamanism in the western academy, 
evolutionary positivism dominated the field. However, there were also scholars who 
questioned the Eurocentric biased rationalist interpretations of tribal spirituality. 
They advocated a deep observation of the indigenous spirituality and an equal 
emphasis on the importance of anthropologist's analysis and the native's point of 
view. After his visit to Greenland and close contact with the local people, the famous 
German-American anthropologist Franz Boas wrote, "The Eskimo is man as we are: 
his feelings, his virtues, and his shortcomings are based in human nature, like us" 
(Boas quoted from Baker 1998: 36). He argued that writers on other cultures should 
immerse themselves "in the spirit of primitive people whose outlook and 
development have nothing in common with our own" (Znamenski 2004: xliii). Franz 
Boas's concern for the local people broke away from the evolutionary positivism's 
implication of human progress and influenced the later anthropologist conception of 
culture. 
The more opportunity for the anthropologists to have contact with the 
indigenous people also allowed them to provide rich information on shamanism in 
different regions. Russian anthropologist Sergei Shirokogoroff (1923; 1924; 1937), 
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who conducted extensive investigation on shamanism in Tungus, categorized the 
shamans as "masters of spirits". He disagreed with the previous studies of shamans 
as people who were mentally ill. Instead, he considered them as "tribal heroes" who 
protected and healed their people, provided meanings for the community, solidified 
and re-established the life of the community members (1924: 369-370). Although 
Shirokogoroff indicated that some of the shamans had mental illness during their 
initiation period, they become the healthiest people in the society after their 
transformation and were able to help the others who had their same experience. He 
also admired the important function of shamanism provided a way of self-curing for 
the troubled individuals, where the European society treated them as "psychic and 
nervous maladies" and left them uncured (ibid: 3 70). 
It is important for us to remind ourselves of Evans-Pritchard (1976)'s attitude 
and approach towards the study of an alternative view of reality. In the book, 
Evans-Pritchard bracketed the thought and practice of Azande from the Western 
conceptions, seeing the Zande's usage of witchcraft as everyday and practical 
knowledge for the Zande. Their belief in witchcraft was like westerners' belief in 
science. Evans-Pritchard puts the western ideology alongside his rational perspective 
to show how witchcraft and magic were used by the Azande to explain misfortunes, 
so to absorb latent hostilities. They gave people way to express conflicts and 
dissatisfactions in a less harmful way; this helped to release tension among members 
of a society and maintain the social solidarity. 
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Evans-Pritchard's contribution influenced many later anthropologists to have a 
new attitude towards the indigenous culture and people. Anthropologists Alan Elliott 
(1955), John Myers (1974) and Cheu Hock Tong (1988)'s studies of Chinese tangki 
in the urban areas of Singapore and Hong Kong respected the spiritual practitioners. 
They showed how the spirit medium cults portrayed the function of social solidarity 
to unite the members of the immigrant community. 
Mircea Eliade's Technique of Ecstasy and the Sorcerer's Apprentices 
In the middle of the 20th century, anthropologists conducted detailed 
investigations on shamanism 1n different places. Although these spiritual 
practitioners were given different names 1n different areas and they had diverse 
practices and functions, some anthropologists found that there was an underlying 
unity among shamanism over the world and they tried to provide a common 
definition for it. For example, the Swiss anthropologist Alfred Metraux defined a 
shaman as "any individual who maintains by profession and in the interest of the 
community an intermittent commerce with spirits, or who is possessed by them" 
(Narby and Huxley 2001: 4). 
In his book Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, Mircea Eliade 
tried to make shamanism a unified concept. He disagreed with the idea that shamans 
could refer simply to any medicine man, fakir or magician. Instead, he referred to 
shamans as the "technicians of ecstasy" (1964: 5) and said they specialized "in a 
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trance during which his soul is believed to leave his body and ascend to the sky or 
descend to the underworld" (ibid). Eliade also offered a broad study on the long 
history of shamanism from the shamanic traditions of Siberia and Central Asia to 
North and South America, Indonesia, Tibet, China, and beyond through the 
approaches of psychology, sociology, and ethnology. By showing the 
correspondences in different shamanic practices, worldviews and symbolic meanings, 
he led shamanism to be the universal magico-religious belief systems, the primal 
religions and archaic mysticism (Znamenski 2004: xlix) 
Although recent anthropologists criticized Mircea Eliade 's essentialized 
construction of shamanism and described him as an "armchair scholar" (Thomas and 
Humphrey 1994 ), Eliade elaborated a comparison of shamanism among different 
societies. His disagreement with the implication of shaman as mental deviance and 
his consideration of shamanism as a world religion also showed his respect to the 
native cultures. Moreover, his connotation of shamanism as "techniques of ecstasy" 
has introduced the concept of "altered states of consciousness" (ASC) to scholars. 
The discovery of the power of hallucinogens in 1950s and drug culture in 1960s and 
1970s also made the discussion of ASC became an important catchphrase in the 
study of shamanism. 
Eliade's study had led many scholars to be interested in shamanism. Yet, 
different from the previous studies, these scholars started to question the former 
"scientific" method of studying shamanism in different societies. Using the method 
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of "participant observation", they considered that authentic knowledge on 
shamanism should be obtained through direct communication with the shamans. 
Anthropologists as Carlos Castaneda (1968), Michael Hamer (1973, 1980) and Paul 
Stoller ( 1987) went to learn the magical techniques from the native magicians or 
shamans and became their "sorcerer's apprentices". Although they tried to appreciate 
the culture of shamanism, most of these scholars emphasized the ancientness and 
exotic elements of the practices. Most of them also mainly focused on exploring the 
state of consciousness and the validity in the shamanic practices and thus, did not 
relate the shamanic activities to the rapidly changing social contexts (and conflicts) 
and the development of capitalism, colonialism and the modem society. 
3. The Recent Studies of Shamanism 
The study of magic, religion and supernatural has a long history in 
anthropology. In the early stage, although the observers were curious about the 
magical and religious practi~es in "primitive" societies, they were still prejudiced 
towards these practices and called them superstitious. They were blinded by their 
ethnocentrism. However, when anthropology's development became more mature, 
the observers' perspective towards the indigenous people and culture started to 
change. For example, Franz Boas's emphasis on "cultures", Malinowski's promotion 
of considering the native's point of view and Levi-Strauss's consideration of shamans 
as "psychoanalysts" really influenced people's perception of"primitive culture". 
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Later, in 80s, the rise of postmodemism questioned the traditional ideology and 
methods of ethnographies and anthropological studies also created great shock to the 
scholars. Anthropologists gradually started to see magic and supernatural phenomena 
in a totally different way. Some of them commented the study of magic in the 
academic field was in fact, a way of negatively distinguishing "savage" or 
"primitive" logic from a modem, Western one (Meyer and Pels 2003: 6). 
Anthropologists like Werner Cohn (1967), lrving Hallowell (1976) and Benson Saler 
( 1977) also started to question the academic distinction between 'natural' and 
'supernatural', they saw that the term supernatural was part of western theological 
tradition and used this term 'supernatural' to describe other culture was, in fact, to be 
ethnocentric (Crapo 2003: 12). 
When distinguishing magic and religion, Jonathan Smith (1978: 192) argued, 
"magic was not different in essence from religion, but rathet different with respect to 
social position". Magic was a term used to justify condemnation and accusation. At 
the same time, many scholars realized that instead of creating disenchantment and 
rationalization in the modern world, we saw that the modernity generated its own 
enchantments. Thus, magic and modernity might not be so different from one another; 
they might co-exist within a society. With all these new ideas and assumptions of 
magic in the modem world, instead of a study of the "isolated primitive culture", the 
following scholars tried to investigate the subject of magic in a whole new way. 
Many anthropologists recognized that Anthropology was a "science" of the 
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"West" about "the rest". The discourse created by anthropologists was 
"Occidentalist" and produced "an image of Westerners for themselves" (Meyer and 
Pels 2003: 6). In her book Shamans and Religion: an Anthropological Exploration in 
Critical Thinking (2000), Alice Kehoe gives a critical review of the previous 
anthropological studies on shamanism and the neo-shamanism movement. She 
criticizes the early scholars' interpretation of shamanism as an ancient, unchanged 
and surviving religion from the Paleolithic era noting it is a form of discrimination 
and marginalization of the indigenous cultures. The indigenous people are not able to 
explain their culture to the modem people; therefore, it is the "responsibility" for the 
neo-shamans from the advanced society to show it to the world. By doing it, 
neo-shamans, like Michael Hamer use the techniques of shamanism and market them 
to attract modem people who would like to experience 'authentic' shamanic 
experience for personal benefit. As Alice Kehoe considers, it is in fact an exploitation 
of the indigenous cultures. 
Apart from investigating the psychological and social functions of shamanism 
in remote areas, anthropologists started to focus their studies on shamanism among 
the colonial areas and state societies. These studies (Salomon 1983; Taussig 1987) 
usually emphasized the shamans' disruptive decentering rather than their effort as 
sustaining and maintaining order (Atkinson 1992). Recent anthropologists (Dow 
1986; Chris 1990; Walraven 1991; Roseman 1991) still emphasized the detailed 
studies of the shamanic journeying, the shamanic (both verbal and nonverbal) texts 
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and performances. Yet, there were also anthropologists who turned their focus on 
gender issues and the political elements of shamanism within the social structure 
(Lewis 1971 ). Due to the skepticism towards the modern Western scientific logical 
and institutionalized religions, neo-shamanism, a kind of shamanic religion that 
emphasized individual inspiration and rapid results, was originated to suit the needs 
of modern people. 
Shamanism and Gender 
In recent years, anthropologists have started to study shamanism within the 
modern social context (on which I also will focus my study). They linked it with the 
political and gender power relationship of the modern world (Atkinson 1992). For 
example, in the book Ecstatic Religion: an Anthropological Study of Spirit 
Possession, I. M. Lewis (1971) argued that the possession trance cults attempt to 
compensate for socio-economic deprivation and jurally impotence. He saw that 
people under great stress and in marginal positions were likely to experience spirit 
possession. Among them, women outnumbered men in this kind of possession. He 
concludes this phenomenon is a thinly disguised protest movements directed against 
the dominant sex. His interpretation has been criticized as incomplete and only 
showing part of the reality. 
There are rich accounts of female shamans in East Asia, where the shamanic 
authority was already displaced by the state authority. These female shamans were 
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different from the classic model of the shaman in non-state societies, who were 
"charismatic, masterful and male" (Atkinson 1992: 317). This raised academic's 
interest on studying the East Asian shamans. Anthropologist Richard Cl ark ( 1978) 
tried to suggest a political structural-functional approach to study the female shamans 
involving in the political power struggle throughout the previous Chinese history. He 
considered that although shamanism had been regarded as rebellious force and had 
been suppressed throughout the Chinese history, women who engaged in shamanism 
obtained special religious and political power from the society. 
On the other hand, Margery Wolf (1992) introduced a case about a Taiwanese 
woman, Mrs. Chen, who failed to be recognized as a shaman. Wolf indicated that as 
an outsider of her community and without support from the family and the neighbors, 
Mrs. Chen, was unable to construct a status in the society. This led her to construct 
herself through interactions with spirits. Yet, the members in the community refused 
to accept her as a shaman due to her identity as a 'stranger' in their constructed social 
world. Margery Wolf shows even though the possession of Mrs. Chen may be a 
resistance from the harsh situation she had been stuck, rather than a subversive entity 
to the social domain, the interpretation of the shamanic principles has been hold by 
the patriarchal social values. 
Laurel Kendall (1985, 1988, and 1991) investigated Korean shamans to show 
the social situation of the Korean women in Korean society and how they tried to use 
shamanism to conquer difficulties and hard times in their life. Through her studies, 
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she portrayed the Korean shaman as "a woman among women, a ritual expert of and 
for housewives" (Atkinson 1992: 318) under the patriarchal system. However, 
instead of agreeing with Lewis's assumption of viewing shamanism as a tool for 
subverting the social system, Laurel Kendall argues that while women obtain certain 
power from the shamanic activities, the traditional religious practice maintains and 
reinforces the patriarchal hierarchy in the local village. 
Shamanism and Politics 
Recent anthropological studies (Salomon 1983; Taussig 1987; Anagnost 
1987; Balzer 1990; Hamayon 1994, 1998) turned their focus from only on shamanic 
curing and trance to the history and political economy of particular regions and 
explored the relations between culture and politics (Atkinson 1992: 314-315). 
Nicholas Thomas and Caroline Humphrey (1994)'s book Shamanism, History, 
and the State collected the papers from a 1989 conference at Cambridge University. 
Through these articles, they tried to replace the Eliadean essentialized construction of 
shamanism, which saw shamanism as a kind of Ur-religion. They gave a new 
interpretation to shamanic activities in particular historical and sociopolitical 
contexts involved in state systems, instead of focusing on a conventional description 
of the technique and rituals of shamans. This allowed the book to break through the 
classic studies of shamanism in small-scale "tribal" society. 
In previous studies, the scholars had emphasized the social function of 
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religious and shamanic practices as they could provide solidarity for the society. 
However, Liu Tik-san's (1995) study of shamanism in the Upper Pak Nai showed 
how Chinese shamanism and other religious activities failed to unite the people in the 
immigrant community due to the immigrants' heterogeneous social background, their 
marginal situation under the power of the indigenous Ha Tsuen Tang and the power 
struggle for resources among the immigrants. 
Studies of Korean shamanism (Kim 1994; Choi 1995: 20) linked the Korean 
shamanic rituals with power and resistance. They showed the shamanistic rituals 
were used by college students and the political nationalists as public rituals of 
resistance to Korean government policies, transnational capitalism and the influence 
of foreign cultures in the 80s and 90s. People used shamanism as an icon for 
traditional Korean shared culture, marginal social groups and grass roots to fight 
against the government's absolute state power. Korean anthropologist Kim Chongho 
(2003) went further to discuss the paradoxical situation of shamanism as a negative 
superstitious practice among women and a target of government efforts to preserve 
Korean culture under the Cultural Conservation Law. He concluded that the two 
images of shamanism in the contemporary Korea are, indeed, supported by two 
different but correlated meaning systems of shamanism. When concerning 
shamanism as a living cultural treasure, the Korean government emphasized the 
nature of shamanism as a "theatrical performing art", rather than on the traditional 
religious beliefs and practice. It argued against the over simplified implication on the 
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power relationship between the state and shamanism. 
With a similar view, Steven Rubenstein (2002) tried to record the shaman 
Alejandro Tsakimp's presentation of his own life experience as a peasant, a son and a 
brother, a husband and a father, a member of the Shur Federation and a troubled 
shaman to present the cultural background of the society and the power struggle 
between the shaman (the marginalized indigenous people) and the state (the colonial 
government). Apart from this, he also showed the tensions and conflicts between 
people within different social ranks, which was a breakthrough from previous studies 
that portrayed simplistic dichotomies of state against local people, or modern against 
traditional ideology. 
Recent research on shamanism has given new insights on how to study the 
cultures of shamanism. However, although the focus of the research has shifted from 
the study of shamanism as a primitive religion in frozen time to a more indeed 
investigation of its interrelationship with social changes and modern political 
movements, shamanism is treated as a marginal and subversive religion used by 
different groups of local people against the (colonial) government and the global 
economy. Thus, magic is still against the modernity, but in a different way. 
The Emergence ofNeo-shamanism 
The emergence of the Neo-shamanism in the United States and Europe was part 
of the drug culture in 60s and 70s, the New Age movement, the revival in Western 
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society of mystery, fantasy and spirituality, environmentalism and people's interests 
in non-Western religions. The new form of shamanism, which was initiated by 
Michael Hamer, centered on the "enchantment of individual spirituality" (Znamenski 
2004: lxii). In her article of "Shamanisms Today", Atkinson (1992) indicated that 
shamanism had particular appeal for its 'democr_atic' qualities that "bypass 
institutionalized religious hierarchies, the new shamanism is compatible with 
contemporary emphases on self help, self-actualization, and -not incidentally-rapid 
results" (Atkinson 1992: 322; also see Houston 1987: vixiii; Harner 1982). 
The concept and practices of the neo-shamanism did not return to the 
traditional practice of shamanism, but was an invention of tradition. Michael Harner 
(1980) emphasized the shamanic state of consciousness (SSC) entering into and 
perceiving "nonordinary reality" (NOR) for individual shamanic healing. Although it 
was centered on mystical spiritual experiences and had a strong anti-positivist view, 
neo-shamanism accommodated well the elements of scientific knowledge that 
resonated with its major principles (Znamenski 2004: lxiv). His students Cook and 
Haw ( 1992) stressed that neo-shamanism allowed a person to act as "a powerful 
occultist or ritual magician", and at the same time maintain "intelligent skepticism 
and a critical mind". 
Even though neo-shamanism stresses the revival of older shamanistic beliefs 
and traditions, it is a new form of shamanism in which shamanic traditions are 
reconfigured to fit Western notions of self help and self-actualization. The emphasis 
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on individual spirituality and a more open non-institutionalized form of religion is 
rather a modem product. Thus, it is a new religious movement that is derived from 
modem ideology and social change. It also shows the relationship between magic 
and modernity in a new direction. Although neo-shamanism has been criticized as a 
prime example for exploitation of the indigenous cultures, once cannot deny that its 
existence satisfies certain need in modem people. While modernity has been viewed 
as the rival for magic in the previous studies, this shows how the development of 
modernity creates its own kind of magic and religious form. 
By reviewing the history of the anthropological study of shamanism, one can 
see the development of shamanism studies throughout centuries. One major issue in 
the study should be restated. That is instead of being portrayed as a "survival" from 
the primitive society, shamanism should be viewed as a vibrant and ongoing system, 
which continues to function in different societies (Favret-Saada 1982; Kehoe 2000; 
Townsend 1997). Shamanism is no longer only a traditional religious practice in 
small tribal societies, which inevitably waits for its own extinction in the modem 
world. Instead, it becomes a tool for people in society to achieve their political and 
social needs. This kind of assumption is a useful way to study shamanism in the 
modem day. Thus, I will also use this new interpretation of shamanism to study 
shamanic activities in Hong Kong society. 
31. 
Objectives 
There are three objectives in this research. The most obvious objective is to 
give a detailed description of the practice of shamanism in the urban area of Hong 
Kong. Shamanism has not been a major topic in Hong Kong anthropological study. 
Research on these religious practitioners is fairly rare. Most of the early observations 
mainly focus on the shamans in the rural areas (Potter 1974). Shamans operating in 
the urban areas are not the target. Moreover, female shamans (in Hong Kong they are 
addressed as man mai po1) usually are neglected by most studies even though they 
have performed an important task in popular religion. Therefore, in this research, I 
try to focus my investigation on this particular religious practitioner to provide 
another piece of data on the development of shamanism in Hong Kong. 
The second objective of the research is to enrich the study of Chinese 
shamanism. Previous studies of Hong Kong shamanism focus on the social function 
of the religious practices. They see the shamans and the shamanic rituals as the agent 
and medium to provide social solidarity. The principle of shamanism is efficacious 
because it can unite the members of a community. They have not tried to explore the 
symbolic meanings of the practice beyond the social structure. I cannot deny that 
even in the urban area, shamans still provide the social function they had in the rural 
areas. However, I found that people who come from different communities and 
subgroups also ask for the consultation from the shaman I observed.· Many of them 
1 For more information, please see Potter 1974 and David 2000. 
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do not interact with other clients or participate in any of the religious activities the 
shaman organized. Yet, they still believe in her power and obey her advice. What 
makes these individual clients have faith in the shaman? What makes them to think 
the shaman has efficacy? Studying the symbolic meanings of the shaman's role and 
her practice may be another way to find out the reason. 
Finally, the third objective is to give another view on magic in modernity. As 
mentioned in the above discussions, early anthropologists considered one of the 
characteristics of modernity was secularization and belief in the rational and 
scientific knowledge of the world. Magic and religious thinking would be driven to 
the private zone and eventually lost their significance in the social world. Later 
investigations had overthrown the hypotheses and suggested the coexistence of 
magic in the secular modem society. However, even though recent anthropologists 
suggest 'modernities' over modernity and see that western modernity is only one of 
many types of modernities in the modem world, it is noticeable that dominant 
western modernity's emphasis on rationality, science and secularity still have great 
influence on the political, social and religious development of many societies. Hong 
Kong is a highly developed and modernized society. Although the local people still 
retain many Chinese traditional religious and moral values, the ideology of 
rationality and secularity also seems to take root in many people 's mind (especially 
the middle class and the elites). Yet, I have found that people who visit shamans are 
not limited to the lower class. What attracts them to visit a shaman over doctors or 
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business consultants? The development of neo-shamanism can provides new insight 
for the study. N eo-shamanism is a form of religion based on indigenous shamanic 
culture, yet, its core principles center on the modem topics of individualism and 
self-actualization. The development of shamanism in Hong Kong may not follow the 
direction of neo-shamanism. One of the reasons may echo Malinowski 's notion on 
magic as factor that helps people reduce uncertainty and regain confidence. However, 
there should be other reasons that I will try to investigate in this thesis. I will try to 
see how the shamans as cultural interpreters try to manipulate the meanings in 
supernatural phenomena and Chinese traditional values to interpret the secular order 
and how the western rational ideology influences their operation. 
Hong Kong Shamanism -A Case Study 
Hong Kong was a British colony for 155 years. It has rapidly developed into a 
highly modernized metropolis that has about 6.89 million people, 95 percent of them 
Chinese. According to the recent official report (The Hong Kong SAR Government 
2006), Hong Kong has 243,000 Catholics, 320,000 Protestants, 90,000 Muslims, 
40,000 Hindus and a small number of other kinds of religious followers, such as the 
Sikhs (8,000) and Jews ( 400 member families). The report indicates that there are 
more than 600 registered Buddhist and/or Taoist temples in Hong Kong. Buddhism is 
the largest religion in the Hong Kong society (Zhao 1997: 133-134). However, due tq 
religious freedom and the lack of a great institutional religion, different kinds of 
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religious beliefs (traditional and new religions) also find space to develop in Hong 
Kong. Hong Kong people are said to be influenced by the western colonial culture 
and at the same time able to maintain many Chinese religious and social traditions. It 
has developed its own special historical, social, political and religious features. 
First, Hong Kong has a stable religious and political situation, which allows 
different kinds of religious activities to develop steadily. During the colonial period, 
the British government had tried to colonize Hong Kong people with western 
ideology through education and law. In contrast to many other colonies, Hong Kong 
people received this ideology with little violent opposition, most of them treasured 
the institutions (such as a secular judiciary) left by the colonial government and some 
of them even used them to attack the "one country, two systems" policy after the 
handover. The recent incident on Falun Gong2 shows the conflict between the 
government and the Hong Kong people on the understanding of the political and 
religious policies (Kung 2004 ). The Hong Kong people and some of the religious 
parties accuse the SAR government of violating the principle of religious freedom, 
which has been protected before in the colonial era. 
Yet except for the case ofFalun Gong, to a large extent, religious freedom has 
2 Falun Gong ($,~J}J), also known as the "Practice of the Wheel of Law", is a Chinese religious cult. It has 
raised the international attention since July 20, 1999, when the government of the People's Republic of China 
(PRC) declared the religious cult as illegal and started a nationwide persecution of its members. Because of the 
policy of 'one country, two systems', although Hong Kong is part of China, members of Falun Gong are 
protected by Hong Kong law on religion freedom. However, in February 2001, the Chief Executive of SAR 
government Tung Chee-hwa announced Falun Gong as ce gaau ($~, meaning a evil cult) publicly and 
motioned to set up anti-cult or anti-subversion laws (.&3f~~$) to deal with evil cults in Hong Kong. The 
announcement raised great attentions and criticism from local and the international observers. Many people 
believed that the motivation for the legislation was to please the PRC government. They worried that it might be a 
threat for people's freedom of choice in HK and it would hurt Hong Kong's international image. After fierrce 
debates among the government officials, the motion was dispposed and the members of Falun Gong retained their 
right to practice their religion in Hong Kong. 
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been consistently emphasized before and after the handover. The Basic Law Article 
3 2 and 141 are used to protect the Hong Kong people and different religious 
communities, including the marginalized and minor religions, to practise and set up 
different types of religious organization and activities. Foreign missionaries can enter 
Hong Kong without difficulties. Buddhist and Christian schools continue to offer 
religious lessons. The government also cooperates with the local people in New 
Territories to maintain their traditional regional religious practices. The situation was 
maintained after 1997, as the mainline religious leaders confirmed in an interview in 
2002 (Kung 2004: 22). 
Throughout Hong Kong history, it is noticeable that there has always been a 
good relationship between the Hong Kong government and religious groups. Kung in 
her article states that the government and the religious communities have a 
"channeled partnership", which means that the government views religions as a 
"resource for improving society", instead of a "threat" (2004: 22). Religious 
communities are therefore "invited to provide social services (including medical 
services) and to run schools (although the government is responsible for most of the 
administrative costs)" (ibid.). Since the religious communities are the beneficiaries of 
the relationship, they rarely criticize the government (K wok 1996). With the stable 
religious movement in Hong Kong, different magical and religious activities can 
have the opportunity to develop in the society. 
Hong Kong is a highly modernized city, yet people living there still believe in 
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different kinds of supernatural beings and forces. During the past century, Hong 
Kong has developed from a small fishing port to an international metropolis in the 
world. Due to the rapid economic development in the 70s and 80s, Hong Kong has 
become a highly industrialized and commercialized society supported by high 
technology and scientific facilities. It is one of the Asian "four little dragons", which 
indicates that Hong Kong has already achieved economic and industrial success 
among the Asian countries. It is domainated by market -economy that requires and 
produces rationalized manner of life and thought. Although Christianity and in these 
recent years Buddhism have performed their influence in the educational and social 
context, they have never had the power to control the public order. In 2005, the 
Gallup International Survey of religious attitudes (Sun 2005) shows that only 14 
percent of the Hong Kong people believe in any religion, comparing to 3 6 percent in 
the end of millennium (Carballo 2000). It has become the least religious society in 
Southeast Asia. 
The result from the surveys seems to declare that Hong Kong people have 
become more rational and disenchanted. However, it is obvious that the economic 
success does not draw people away from believing in traditional religious and 
supernatural phenomena. For example, every lunar New Year, ten thousands of 
people go to the Wong Tai Sin Temple CWi!*1Wl§), which has over 3 million visitors 
every year, for placing the first incense (a ritual for gaining luck for the year) and 
television programs try to invite masters to predict the future career of different 
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horoscopes in the following year. A survey has by a religious organization in 2004 
(Hong Kong Economic Times 2004) shows that eighty percent of Hong Kong 
teenagers, aged from 6 to 15, are involved in different kinds of supernatural and 
magical activities, such as fortune telling, Tarot, dip sin (~{[ll) and horoscope 
reading. Moreover, 76 percent of them chose to obey the advice from the result of the 
activities. 
During the colonial period, Hong Kong society was highly influenced by 
western culture. The nine-year compulsory education and the increasing number of 
recognized universities allowed more local young people to receive higher education 
levels3. Most Hong Kong people are well educated with scientific and rational 
thinking. However, it seems that people who ask for supernatural help are not people 
who had received limited education; people in different social classes also try to seek 
help from various magical activities. Rich businessmen often try to consult fung seoi 
masters to gain "luck" by changing direction of the furniture or putting objects that 
contain supernatural power in different locations. The fortunetelling year books 
published by famous fung seoi masters are very popular in Hong Kong. It is said that 
the famous fung seoi master Peter So (~~~) 4, who has been made famous since 
his prediction of the death of several popular Hong Kong stars (Oriental Daily 2003; 
3Comparing the distribution of educational attainment of the population aged 15 and over in 1997, 200 I and 2006, 
we can see that the percentage of people have received tertiary education increased from 17.2% to 19.4% and 
23.7%. The percentage of people who have received secondary and above education has increased from 67.7% to 
71% and 75.5o/o. It shows that the education level in Hong Kong has risen steadily within these ten years (Hong 
Kong 2002; Hong Kong 2006). 
4 Peter So, a famous fungseoi master (Jffi\7_Kflffi) and fortuneteller, who had predicted that three of the famous 
Hong Kong stars whose name had the radical of wood muk "* " would die in 2003 . His prediction raised people 's 
attention when the female singer Anita Mui died of cancer in December that year, as she was the third famous pop 
star who had died in 2003 (the other two stars are Leslie Cheung and Or Sau Leung). 
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Xinbao 2003) earns millions Hong Kong dollars for the Copyright Royalty of his 
fortunetelling year books and over 5 million Hong Kong dollars for his services per 
year (Cui 2005). High income received by thefung seoi masters shows the popularity 
ofjung seoi reading in Hong Kong. 
Apart from this, there is often news about young people or pop stars playing 
dip sin (~{Lll) (Huang 2003; Sun Daily 2005) or tarot and people finding man mai po 
(Fr:t~*~) (Xu 2001 ). Although the purpose of this news usually tries to portray a 
message of discouraging people to conduct supernatural activities, the reporters or 
the editors still inevitably create an image that there are still supernatural phenomena 
in the world. It seems that instead of the demystification of magic, magic has 
penetrated every corner of Hong Kong society, despite the education level of the 
Hong Kong people. 
The reason for the situation is that although Hong Kong obtains materialistic 
advancement and high standard of living from the market-economy, the local people 
have still maintained the Chinese traditions, such as filial piety and emphasis on filial 
piety and importance of family and kinship ties. These traditions descend from the 
older generation to the young people and are emphasized through everyday 
interaction, mass media and school education. These traditions still form the base of 
social and moral values in the modem society. They influence people's behavior and 
their perspective of the society. Certain of religious practices, such as ancestor 
worship and celebration of the lunar New Year are viewd as traditional practices that 
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ghost stories, showing the powerful and right-minded shamans, known as daoist 
priest (dou si; ili±) saving people and killing the evil gui C5l) (Wei 2003). 
Although the popularity of these kinds of movies is mainly for fun and entertainment, 
it portrays a basic image of shamanism and the identity of shamans. After Helena 
Law Lan's (*ffltlj) impressive acting as the "Granny Lung" (§~~) in the 90's, there 
has been an increased discussion of supernatural phenomena among the public5. Man 
mai (Ff::t5*), as a traditional religious practice, has become even more popular among 
the general society. It is seen as mysterious yet efficacious, and there are often news 
stories about the man mai po (Ff::t5*~) profession. 
With the mass media occasionally making theme reports on shamanism 
(Dasouzhwang 2001; 2004 ), discussions of shamanism are generally a normal and 
open topic among most of the Chinese people in Hong Kong except those who are 
very devout Christians and Muslims. Though it is not a regular topic for the general 
public, when it is mentioned people can usually comment on it without hesitation or 
feeling disturbed. Sometimes, people may mention the names of one or two shamans 
with enthusiasm, even though they do not think that most people will visit a shaman. 
The type of shaman I visited is called tangki (!i~L) in Hokkienese. However, they 
are recognized as man mai po by Hong Kong Cantonese. They usually operate their 
shamanic activities in their home, which is formally illegal under the Chinese Temple 
5 The "July 13" is a low budget movie production and it has $5,222, 267 for box-office. Helena Law's role as 
Granny Lung in the movie is so impressive that she has been nominated for the best supporting actress, which is 
quite a special case in Hong Kong movie industry. After that, she has frequently appeared in different horror 
movies. Thirty-nine out of seventy-four movies, in which she has participated from 1996 to 2005, are movies 
about supernatural phenomena. For more information, please read the cinemasie.com, at 
http://www:cinemasie.com/fiche/personne/helenalaw/boxo.html 
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Law of 1927. Because of this, studies on this type of shamans are very few. Through 
interviewing and investigating this kind of shaman and their clients, I hope I can find 
out the role of shamanism in modern times and thus to explore magic in the modern 
world. 
Methodology 
As mentioned before, this research aims to study the operation of one kind 
of shaman (tangki) to understand the role and meaning of shamanism in Hong Kong 
society. The result will also help us to interpret how the ideology of Western 
modernity and rationality influences people's interpretation of magic in modernity, 
rationality and irrationality. Thus, the research focuses on the study of Hong Kong 
shamanism through popular culture, the shamans and the clients themselves. I would 
also dicsuss the interplay of important variables, such as ethnicity, gender and class, 
in the formulation of the shaman's status. To obtain more information on the topic, I 
used archival search, participant observation and semi-structured interviews for data 
collection. 
1. Archival Search 
The archival search is mainly be used to collect useful materials for the 
general understanding of shamanic practices in Hong Kong society. It is evident that 
the public image of shamanism in Hong Kong is largely shaped by the Hong Kong 
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movies, TV programs and mass media. These representations of shamanism will 
influence (by strengthening or weakening the power of the shamans) people's 
perception towards different kinds of shamans. In order to find out the influence of 
Hong Kong popular culture on shaping the image of shamanism, I studied the 
changing appearances and characteristics of different types of shamanic professionals 
in Hong Kong movies, TV programs, newspaper and magazines over the past thirty 
years. Through comparing the image of shamanism in the popular culture and the 
image of shamanism portrayed by the shaman believers, I would like to find out if 
the clients' perception of shamanism has been influenced by the mass ~pedia. I have 
obtained my information through online materials and websites, newspapers, 
magazines and publications related to Hong Kong movies and the entertainment 
industry. 
2. Participant Observation 
The archival search helps me to understand a general picture of the 
development of shamanism in Hong Kong. However, this kind of data can hardly 
provide a deeper understanding on people's motivation to find a shaman and the 
shaman's operational condition. In order to have a more completed investigation on 
the topic, participant observation is emphasized in my research. As Michael Burawoy 
has mentioned about the function of participant observation, 
What distinguishes participation observation is the study of people in 
their own time and space, in their own everyday lives ... studying subjects in 
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their 'natural habitat ' as opposed to 'unnatural' setting of the interview or 
laboratory. (Burawoy 1991: 2, quoted from Chan 1994: 28) 
Through observing and participating in the everyday life of the people studied, 
the anthropologist can learn about the subjects and reduce their anxieties towards his 
presence through long and frequent contact. Participant observation allows us to 
collect the basic knowledge on the operation of shamanic practices through 
observing the daily practices of the shaman. Through studying the shaman's practices, 
we can see how the shaman presents her own shamanic ·image to the clients in order 
to obtain their support. Moreover, I also try to build up a good relationship with the 
clients and choose the informants for the semi -structured interviews during the 
observation. 
As mentioned before, I focused on studying a shaman, whose name is Auntie 
Fa and she lives in North Point; thus, my participant observation is mainly conducted 
in the shaman's home. During the participant observation, I acted as the shaman's 
assistant in order to learn more about the shaman's daily consultation and the 
symbolic meanings and usages of the shamanic practices and equipment. Being the 
assistant of the shaman allowed me to communicate with the clients more easily, thus 
reducing the reactivity of the clients after a period of time. Through participant 
observation I collected information on the conversation and interactions between the 
' 
shaman and the clients in the shamanic consultation. I also studied the symbolic 
meanings of different shamanic rituals to show how the shaman obtains power from 
the performance to convince the believers of their supernatural power. 
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Usually, I went to the shaman's home at 8 o'clock to help her prepare for the 
consultation started at 8:30. When she was busy, I would sit on the sofa near the 
shaman's working desk and helped her serve the clients6, such as serving tea or 
sweets to the clients who were waiting in the line. When there was no client around, I 
would chat with the shaman's helpers or I would prepare some of the religious 
paraphernalia for the shaman, such as printing charms with chops. Although I spent 
several months in doing the participant observation at Auntie Fa's flat, I in fact have 
a close relationship with the shaman and had already known several of the shaman's 
long term clients before I conducted this research. Moreover, it seemed that Auntie 
Fa was quite proud of the fact that her shamanic activities would be studied by a 
university student. Therefore, it took her no difficulty to introduce me to her clients. 
Most of the clients were curious of my research and they were generous enough to 
share with me their opinions. 
I had recorded about 400 cases of the shaman's consultations for analysis. I 
usually wrote down details of the consultation and sometimes I would also bring 
along my MP3 recorder. Although most of Auntie Fa's clients welcomed me during 
their consultation, it was still uneasy for some of them, especially for those who 
came with secrets, to see me holding a notebook and writing down notes in front of 
them (not to mentioned about the MP3 recorder). Sometimes, they tried to keep their 
voice as low as possible to prevent me from hearing their conversation. In order not 
6 For more detail, please see the Appendix 1 map. 
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to embarrass the clients and harm the shaman's business, I chose to memorize the 
consultation as detailed as possible and wrote down some notes when I went to the 
grandson's bedroom or when there was no any unfamiliar clients around. Therefore, 
not all the cases during my observation period were recorded and among those 
recorded, not all of them were in detailed description. However, I still tried my best 
to finish the recording by chatting with the clients. Sometimes, I would also ask 
Auntie Fa and her helpers to know more about a particular case or client during the 
break. They had good knowledge on most of the clients and always gave me the right 
information I needed. Apart from the consultations, I also recorded one religious 
festival for the Hokkienese community in North Point, one celebration ceremony for 
General Lok, the deity who has possessed the shaman. 
As the deity possesses Auntie Fa, Auntie Fa will express a different 
personality (will mention in chapter two). And although the clients respect both the 
deity and the shaman, they still express different emotion and attitude towards them. 
In order to portray a clear picture on the concept of possession and people's 
perspective on shamanism, I think it is important to distinguish Auntie Fa from the 
deity. Therefore, I will use Auntie Fa to address the shaman when she is not 
possessed. When the shaman is possessed by the deity, I will use General Lok to 
address her, indicating that it is the deity who is speaking. 
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3. Semi-structured Interviews 
Many of the shaman's clients only visit the shaman when they need help and 
most of the time they leave immediately after the consultation. It is impossible to 
obtain detailed information about the clients' background and their conception of 
shamanism only through participant observation. Semi-structured interview only 
requires the interviewer to follow a brief interview schedule when asking the 
questions, which allows the researcher to have a control of the interview and yet still 
retain a large degree of flexibility for the interviewees to express their opinions freely. 
In my research, I have done more than 30 interviews. The interviewees came from 
different social classes and age groups (from 20 to 80). They were Chinese. Most of 
them were female. Through interviews, we could have a deeper investigation on 
people's motivation on finding a tangki and their opinion on magic in modernity. 
Moreover, it also helped me understand how the clients remain bound with the 
shaman and their point of view on shamanism in the modern society. The result 
would also use to compare with the data I had found in archrival search and 
participant observation, so to assure the validity of my interpretation and grasp the 
wholeness of the case. 
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Chapter Two 
Shamanism in Hong Kong -A Background 
Description of the Shaman 
The definition of shamanism has been debated among the academics 
throughout the development of anthropology. The Russian anthropologist Sergei 
Shirokogoroff (1923) had emphasized the disadvantage of overusing the concept of 
shamanism in describing various shamanic-like religious practices among different 
regions and insisted on narrowing the term in referring to the shamanism that 
occurred in the Siberian and Eskimo areas. Although I understand his concern on the 
definition of shamanism, I prefer to take a broad approach, which will include the 
shamans (such as tangki and man mai po) in the South China. Shamanism in China is 
an ancient religious form among different regions of China. Shamanism in South 
China is said to combine Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism and other local folk 
religions to become a unique form of practice used to communicate with the spiritual 
world. Although shamans in South China have lost their leading status under the 
power of the state, they have still existed in several regions (such as Guangdong, 
Fuj ian and Hong Kong) and preserved their influence on people. 
The word "shaman" is originated among the Tungusian tribes of Siberia and 
"was brought back to Europe by the Hollander, E. Y sbronts Ides, and by A dam Brand, 
who from 1692 to 1695 accompanied a Russian embassy sent by Peter the Great to 
China" (Laufer 1917: 361). According to Mircea Eliade's definition, shamanism is 
the technique of ecstasy (Eliade 1964 ). A shaman is a person "who can at will enter 
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into a non-ordinary psychic state or an altered state of consciousness in which either 
the soul undertakes a journey to the spirit world or the shaman becomes possessed" 
(Kagan 1978: 1 ). He/she can establish "direct contact with ghosts, spirits, souls, 
deities and, by means of trance, dancing or other physical exercises, bring these 
beings into his presence or into his body" (Eberhard 1968: 77). Shamans are a type 
of medium between the spiritual world and their community. Most of them can use 
their supernatural power or the power given by the possessed spirit to heal the sick, 
interpret dreams, predict the future, change weather, prevent misfortunes and call the 
dying soul back. The formation of shamanism in China evolves from people's 
concept on cosmology (to be discussed in chapter three). 
In theory, anyone can become a shaman. However, there are several 
conditions to determine the priority. People whose horoscopes are reckoned to be 
"light" are likely to be chosen by the deities to be a shaman. It means the people's 
"eight characters, derived from the year, month, day and hour of birth, do not include 
a proper weighting. They are supposed to live a blameless, but unhappy life and to 
die young" (Elliott 1955: 46). By lending their bodies for the deities, they can at least 
do something good for society, which can accumulate good deeds for them and may 
change their unfortunate fate. Another type of person who is more likely to become a 
shaman is the one whose family or relatives have contact with shamanism 
(Xiaolingyi zhu 1977: 30). A person who is chosen by the deities for his/her job has 
no escape; on the other hand, no one can become a medium unless he/she has been 
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selected personally (Elliott 1955: 46). 
Before becoming a shaman, a practitioner always suffers from serious 
physical or mental illness. It is interpreted as a hint of the possession and a test from 
the deities trying to possess him/her. Usually, the practitioner will be brought to an 
experienced shaman for confirmation. If the person is confirmed, he then will be 
trained to becGme a shaman. Later, he is requested to show his divinity by passing 
through several tasks in the ceremonies, such as going through the knife bridge, knife 
table or nail chair, and cutting oneself with the professional shamanic equipments. 
These performances show that the candidate is protected by the deities' power from 
being hurt (Elliott 195 5; Xiaolingyi 1977). However, not all the practitioners pass 
through such challenges to become shamans. Some of them start to provide 
consultation after they have been confirmed to be a shaman without training, such as 
my informant Auntie Fa. 
Different shamans have different working places. Some of them are attached 
to a particular temple. They are more easily to be found and are the main sources of 
observation for the past scholars who are interested in shamanism. In contrast, quite a 
numbers of shamans in south China operate in their own household. They provide 
similar services to the shamans in the temples and their success depends on their 
deity who possessed them. 
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Types of Shamans 
There are different types of shamans in south China. However, I will focus on 
discussing two kinds of shamans: the tangki and the man mai po. Tangki is a kind of 
shaman operating in the Guangdong, Hokkien, Taiwan and Singapore regions (Elliott 
1955; Myers: 1974; Cheu: 1988). A tangki is a person who has been chosen by a 
deity to become his/her medium to help people. Through the power of the deity, the 
tangki can communicate with spirits of the dead and the deities. They can also heal 
sickness; divine the future, practicing exorcisms and educating people through oral 
or written words. Male tangki normally attach themselves to a temple or a shrine. 
They will perform shamanic dance in public during festivals by hitting and cutting 
themselves with sharp instruments, such as blades and needle balls. Fu gei (if(6L), 
also calls the spirit writing (Lang and Ragvald 1998) or automatic writing (Elliott 
1995: 140-145), is one kind of shamanic activities that had been performed by 
experienced shamans for divining the future (Lang and Ragvald 1998). During the 
cult, the possessed shaman writes on a sand tray with a writing stick made out of 
peach or willow wood. The shaman's partner then drops down the words, usually in 
poetic form, on paper for record. 
While the male tangki are responsible for guiding the religious activities and 
festivals of a community, female tangki (also call as the female tangki ftlitiL, dai 
xin *1Llr or /an ma -~~ ) serve people's religious need privately. They rarely 
perform shamanic dance in public. They usually are not attached to any temple or 
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shrine, most of them work in their or the clients' house. They are regarded as the 
communicational medium between the dead and the living and they deal with the 
deceased most of the time. Female shamans in Hong Kong are called man mai po 
(also known as mann seag phox FJ:f~~~~ in Potter [ 197 4] 's article). Their ability is 
similar to the female tangki. They usually also operate in private house, but some of 
them are also attached to the temples as miu zuk (}{ijffOl) 7• 
The work of the female shamans is similar to the male tangki. They also cure 
illness; tell fortunes and converse with spirits. However, they are particular by 
specialized in raising of souls (de Groat 1969: VI, 1323-33; Elliott 1955: 135-38; 
Potter 1974: 207-231). People calling the soul of their relatives back in order to 
obtain comfort from the loss of a beloved one and to ensure that the spirits will not 
come back to haunt them due to any dissatisfaction towards the funeral rites. When 
people continue to receive ill luck in a period of time, they may expect that it may be 
caused by the angry family souls and it is the time to find a female shaman for help. 
Before the ritual starts, the female shaman has to prepare certain religious 
paraphernalia (Elliott 1955: 136), such as incense sticks, joss paper and charms~ 
Cantonese man mai po may also put a bowl of rice on the table. After sitting on her 
seat, the female shaman will ask her clients for the name, the day of birth and death, 
7 Miu zuk (l§ffi5L) are the people who manage the daily operation of a temple. Their responsibilities include 
cleaning and tidying up the temples, explaining the meaning of the fortune-sticks (cims ~), a type of divination 
widely offered by Chinese temples, for the visitors, assisting the visitors to make offerings to the deities and 
selling religious paraphernalia. They also help in different kinds of religious rituals and ceremonies. Traditional 
miu zuk usually have deep knowledge in Chinese cosmology and supernatural world, however, not all of them 
have the shamanic power to communicate with the spirits. 
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as well as the cause of the death of the deceased one. Then the ritual of soul raising 
begins. The female shaman first lights the incense sticks and place the folded joss 
papers in front of the table. After a few minutes, her body begins to tremble more and 
more. Cantonese man mai po will continue to pick up the rice and throw it on the 
table. She is muttering quietly to herself as prayer for the deity to come down and 
helps her find the needed soul in the underworld. In some occasions, she may ask her 
siu gwai (!J\~, small ghosts, put under the shaman's care) to do the job instead. 
After the soul is found, the communication starts. Sometimes, the female shaman 
may not allow the soul to possess her body and just tells the clients what it says and 
wants. It is because being possessed by the ghost will harm her health. However; 
most of the time, the female shaman will just let the spirit hold her. Through 
possessing the religious practitioner's body, the dead person is able to communicate 
with its relatives and tell them about their requests or complaints. 
Location and Decoration of the Shaman's House 
Auntie Fa lives in a private housing estate in North Point. Over the years, she 
has moved from flat to flat, but she finally decided to live in North Point. As the 
shaman explains, "most of my old clients live here (North Point). They can find me 
more easily if I become their neighbor .... " 
North Point has been known as 'Little Hokkien (Fujian/ Fukien)' in Hong 
Kong (Guldin 1977). Most Hokkienese who arrived in the late 1950s had already 
53 
formed a stable Hokkienes community in North Point. The southern Hokkienese 
several generations of relations with Southeast Asia (f¥]1$). The male kinsmen went 
to do business or find jobs in these Southeast Asian countries, leaving their family in 
their homeland. When China relaxed her emigration policy following the Bandung 
Conference in Indonesia in 1955, thousand of Hokkienese women and children 
migrated to Hong Kong with the intent "not of going to the Philippines or elsewhere 
to join their overseas husbands and fathers but merely to rendezvous with them in 
Hong Kong" (ibid: 116). Waiting for the reunion with their family members, they 
became adjusted to Hong Kong life. A vyareness of their isolated identity from the 
majority Cantonese, they developed affection towards their own Hokkienese 
neighborhood, which strengthened the power and bond of the Hokkienese 
community in North Point. Being a member of the Hokkienese community, Auntie 
Fa gained support from other countrymen (some of them even come from her own 
village) for her shamanship more easily than she could be in other districts. 
The flat Auntie Fa lives in is about 166 square meters large; it has 3 bedrooms, 
a bathroom and a living room8. The living room is divided into 2 parts. The right 
hand side is a normal living room with sofas and a television. The left hand side of 
the flat is the working place of the shaman, where Auntie Fa, possessed by General 
Lok, consults patients. Normally, General Lok sits near a desk, on which is the 
consultant tools, such as different kinds of charm papers, cinnabar C*=:U.Y) and writing 
8 Refer to Appendix 1 : Map 
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brush for writing special charms. Usually, when Auntie Fa is in trance, Ah Wa, 
Auntie Fa's husband, will go into his own bedroom or sit in the sitting room to watch 
TV shows. He rarely communicates with the worshippers, unless he has known them 
for a longtime. 
There is a large shrine in the middle of the living room, which sets the 
working place apart from the normal living room. The shrine has three sections. The 
lowest section has two oil lamps, an incense container and food/ fruit offerings for 
the gods and goddesses (not only for General Lok). Most of the worshippers would 
light three incense sticks once they enter the house to remind the gods and goddesses 
that they come to visit them again. The middle section places the statues of mascots 
51$~o/] (such as horse, tigers and lions figures), the fresh flowers and two statutes of 
Gun jam (fts)9, one is decorated in gold and the other of a white ceramic. The 
upper section of the shrine is covered with glass. The statutes of other gods and 
goddess are placed there. Among them, there is the statute of General Lok. He is 
portrayed as a gallant General, riding on a horse with his right hand holding a long 
spear. The others are the Lohons (*11~) and Gamgongs (:ili:IOOJU) 10, and some other 
gods and goddesses. 
The placing of the deities in the shrine symbolizes and rigidifies the shaman's 
sources of power. Although it is said that General Lok obtained his title as general iri 
9 A popular Chinese female deity rooted in Buddhism who rose to become a universal goddess of 
mercy, compassion, fertility, prosperity and wealth in the Chinese history. 
10 The Lohans and Gamgongs are the disciples and guardians of the Great Buddha Sakyamuni. They 
are told to have different abilities and characters. Therefore, some Chinese people worship them for 
luck and protection. 
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heaven, he is not a famous deity in the Chinese pantheon. In other word, he has not 
gained enough popularity from people. Therefore, he is almost unknown to most of 
Auntie Fa's new clients. Bringing deities, such as Gun jam and the Great Buddha to 
the shaman's altar can in some way legitimate the shaman's power and increase the 
clients' confidence in her. 
However, the God of Loyalty, Chivalry and Wealth, Gwaan dai (!mw; 
Guandi in mandarin) 11 who has been promoted for his faith to the state and loyalty 
to his fictive brothers in Chinese traditions, does not appear on the shrine. According 
to the shaman's interpretation, Gwaan dai is only a historical person at the period of 
the Three Kingdoms ( ~~{i:) (220-264 A.D.) In the past, people served him not 
because of his mighty power, but because they admired him as a loyal person. They 
did not treat him as a god, but a model that can remind them of good and desirable 
behavior. However, the original meaning was eventually covered by the people's 
enthusiasm of making gods. Therefore, according to Auntie Fa's interpretation, 
worshipping Gwaan dai as god for good fortune or wealth is a fallacy. 
During my observation, I note that Auntie Fa is aware of the negative image 
general people had towards the shamanic activities in popular religions as a kind of 
superstition. She occasionally joked about it, 
I know there are real shamans (she refers the shamans as tangki or 
daai fat (w{~), meaning people who carry the deities) like me, but there 
are many others out there who try to cheat people for their money. I heard 
that some of them worship the monkey king god? We know that the 
11 A Chinese male deity who is very popular among the population in South China, Taiwan and the 
Southeast Asian Chinese immigrant community. For more information, see Duara 1988. 
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monkey king god is only a fictional character. How can you be possessed 
by a fictional character and receive protection from him? It is totally 
ridiculous and still there are people who believe their (the shamans') 
words .... 
Therefore, she intentionally distinguishes herself from popular religions 
believers by emphasizing her religious background as an orthodox Buddhist, in order 
to validate her shamanic power. To indicate her identity, she studies Buddhist 
teachings from Buddhist monks and chants Buddhist sutras every morning. She also 
attends Buddhist conferences and helps in local temples during festivals. She always 
emphasizes that she and General Lok are the disciples of Gun jam, indicating that her 
belief comes from orthodoxy instead of superstitions. 
Her tendency is also revealed by the types of deities she enshrines on her altar. 
The reason Auntie Fa neglects Gwaan dai in her shrine is that Gwaan dai is a very 
popular folk deity in the Chinese popular religion. Although the early Buddhists had 
superscripted Gwaan dai as the protector god of Buddhist monasteries and temples 
(Duara 1988: 781; Weller 1987: 164) to increase its authenticity in the Chinese 
society, the connection between the deity and Buddhism is not strong. In addition, 
the mythic superscriptions of loyalty and chivalry do not really meet the need for 
Auntie Fa's clients who usually consult the shaman for individual gains and 
self-perfection. Gwaan dai's other images as the god of prosperity and wealth have 
overlapped with Gun jam's, thus, for Auntie Fa, the usage of Gwaan dai as her 
shamanic power source is not necessary. In contrast, Gun jam is a popular Buddhist 
deity that is well known by most Chinese people. Her symbolic image has been 
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localized and interpreted to emphasize the female universal goodness and virtues, 
such as mercy, compassion and fertility (lrwin 1990: 59-62; Yu 1990), which are 
relevant to the shaman's clients, especially the female followers. Hence, Auntie Fa 
praises Gun jam highly instead of Gwaan dai. Yet, even though Auntie Fa does not 
see Gwaan dai as a deity, she has never tried to stop her clients in making offerings 
to Gwaan dai, as she thinks that it is everyone's choice to do what they feel glad to 
do. 
Apart from the gods and goddesses, Auntie Fa also serves her father-in-law 
and mother-in-law. However, she puts their spirit tablets apart from the shrine (she 
puts them on the shelf in the normal living room), since they are only the ancestral 
spirits, which cannot be served with the real gods and goddesses. 
Auntie Fa used to live with her three children and her son-in-law. However, 
her youngest son got married and moved out in 1999. Later, Auntie Fa's daughter, Ah 
Lin died of cancer in 2005. With Ah Lin's husband having abandoned them, Auntie 
Fa is now responsible as the guardian of her grandson, who is now studying in 
· secondary school. Auntie Fa's middle son had also moved out from the flat and 
started his business in Mainland China. Due to the SAR government's emphasis on 
development Hong Kong tourism, there are increasing numbers of tourists, especially 
from the Mainland China, coming to visit Hong Kong. Auntie Fa's youngest son 
opened his own travel agency in Hong Kong and Auntie Fa's husband occasionally 
goes to help in the agency during the busy months. Auntie Fa's youngest son also 
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helps to organize some of the religious tours for his mother, such as the pilgrimage to 
the South China Sea (Naam Hoi, 1¥J~itJ) to visits Gun jam temples during the first 
week of lunar August every year. The travel agency plans the trip and prepares the 
accommodations while Auntie Fa's clients pay the money to the agency for the 
tickets. 
Since Auntie Fa has become a shaman, she has no time to do the housework 
or cooking for the family. Therefore, she has employed domestic helper to take her 
duties as a housewife. The maid is also an assistant for Auntie Fa when she is in 
trance. She is responsible for serving the patients, and preparing some of the 
religious equipment. Auntie Fa has changed her maid frequently. According to the 
shaman's helpers, most of the previous domestic helpers could not accept Auntie Fa's 
occupation. Some of them were frightened by the Auntie Fa's mystical power and her 
shamanic practices. Others were distressed by her claim to have been possessed by 
deities. It was said that the shaman had once changed three domestic helpers within 
three months. Auntie Fa had fired the first domestic helper, who was a Philippine and 
had worked at the shaman's home for only several months, since she refused to clean 
the shrine or touch any religious equipment. Therefore, Auntie Fa hired a Chinese 
domestic helper from the mainland to replace the Philippine maid. However, within a 
month, the Chinese maid disappeared from the shaman's home without any 
notification. According to the description of the helpers, the maid had left a letter for 
the shaman stating the reason for her departure. In the letter, she accused Auntie Fa 
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to be a liar and her shamanic practices to be superstitious. She refused to work for the 
shaman because she did not want to help her prepare the religious equipment or serve 
any clients. Auntie Fa was very upset about it, but she still hired another Chinese 
domestic helper, who in this time was recommended by one of her clients, to handle 
the housework. However, Auntie Fa fired the maid because as the shaman replied 
that she was being too obsessed with her work that she would stop working by just 
looking at what she was doing with her clients. Although Auntie Fa had at last found 
an Indonesian domestic helper to take up the duty, it was not guaranteed that the 
newcomer would stay for a long time. 
The Shaman's Possession 
Auntie Fa became a shaman when she was still living in China. She came 
from a poor family and had ten siblings. Her parents found that it was impossible for 
them to support the whole family; hence, they gave some of their children to rich 
people. Auntie Fa was thus sold to a large family when she was still 10 years old as 
muizai (on muizai, see Watson 1991 ). Life as a servant was hard, but Auntie Fa 
quickly adapted to the situation and her diligence and loyalty soon gained her the 
trust from the family, except the master's second wife who disliked Auntie Fa very 
much. The master liked Auntie Fa very much. He treated her as his own daughter and 
let her study in school. Although Auntie Fa failed in passing the entrance 
examination for university, she completed her high school education. The master 's 
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first wife had a son, called Ah Wa, was about Auntie Fa's age. They became friends 
quickly and when they grew up, they became lovers. 
Unfortunately, the relationship between the master and his first wife broke up, 
which was said to be caused by the second wife's machination. The first wife died in 
grief and her son Ah Wa was forced to leave the family. At that time, Auntie Fa chose 
to leave with Ah Wa and married him afterward. Since Ah Wa did not want to rely on 
his father, he became a farmer, instead of borrowing money from his father to start 
business. They had to work very hard to earn their living, but they felt happy with 
one another. A few years later, the master had a business crisis and before he could 
solve the problem, he died. Therefore, he did not leave anything for his wife and son, 
since he used all his money to pay the debts. Although the master's second wife was 
not Ah Wa's mother, he had the responsibility and duty to support her since she was 
his stepmother and she did not give birth to any child; hence, he had to let her live 
with them. As I mentioned, the relationship between Auntie Fa and her 
"mother-in-law" had already been bad, and the reunion made the situation even 
worse. However, since Auntie Fa was the junior, she had to obey her mother-in-law's 
commands. 
After working as a farmer with her husband, Auntie Fa's health condition 
declined over time. Later, Ah Wa went to Indonesia with Auntie Fa's elder brother to 
develop his business career. Although Ah Wa sent money back home regularly, 
Auntie Fa still had to work on the farm in order to support the family. The hardship 
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of agricultural work, the departure of her husband and the harsh relationship with her 
mother-in-law worsened Auntie Fa's mental and physical condition. Sometimes, she 
would suddenly faint away and lose conscious. Her neighbors said that when she 
passed out, her body was as cold as a dead body. They thought that she was dead, but 
after an hour or two, she would recover again. Auntie Fa's friends had brought her to 
see different doctors, including the biomedical doctors and the Chinese traditional 
doctors, however, they all said that she was a healthy person and could not find out 
what problem she had. When Auntie Fa was 28 years old, a strange thing happened. 
One day, Auntie Fa was hit by a large truck while she was riding a bicycle to the 
hospital for a regular physical checkup. The great force threw her away from the 
bridge and she landed on the farm nearby, unharmed. As Auntie Fa recalled the 
incident: 
I thought I would die this time. However, the crops below me 
protected me from the fall. I stood up and was surprised to find that I was all 
right. I quickly looked for my bicycle. I found that it had landed on the farm 
miles away from my landing place. It had been crushed into scrap iron. I 
quickly went to the hospital to have a body check. The doctor said that I did 
not have any injury and that I was very lucky . . . 
With such a dramatic experience, Auntie Fa's mother-in-law had brought 
Auntie Fa to see a female shaman. Shamans in the southern part of Fujian are called 
tangki JitiL (in Hokkienese, tung gei in Cantonese) and they are very popular in the 
Fujian Province. The tangki told them that Auntie Fa was supposed to die in the 
accident, but the deity, who had possessed her, as General Lok, protected her from 
any injury. She was chosen to be his spirit medium. The tangki asked Auntie Fa to 
become her apprentice and she would teach her the knowledge of becoming a tangki. 
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Auntie Fa's mother-in-law was very angry to hear that. She refused to let Auntie Fa 
become a tangki because at that period, it was a shame for a family to have a female 
tangki. She brought Auntie Fa home and had never mentioned it in front of anyone. 
I had asked Auntie Fa if she believed that she was possessed by a deity at that 
time. Auntie Fa told me that she was not sure, but it might be the reasons for her 
long-term sickness. She had met several tangki and heard about their experience. Iri 
her memory, they all had strange and unexplainable experience before they became 
tangki. Some of them had illnesses that the doctors could not identify and they would 
recover once they became shamans. It was because the deity wanted them to be their 
medium. They would make fun of them and cause them illness if they neglected their 
calling. Like many other tangki, Auntie Fa was disturbed by miserable illness, it 
made her spontaneously suspect that she was meant to be a tangki. Later, the accident 
strengthened her assumption. However, she was not willing to become a tangki, 
because it was bad for a woman to become a shaman. As Auntie Fa said: 
There is no woman who would like to become a tangki. Because 
when a tangki is possessed, she yells and dances in front of the people like a 
crazy woman. Who would like to marry a woman like that? Who would like 
a wife or a daughter like that? It is a shame. If a man lets his wife become a 
shaman, he will be considered as an unsuccessful man, since he cannot 
support his own family and needs his wife's subsidy to survive. Therefore, 
becoming a tangki is a woman's last choice. 
However, even though Auntie Fa refused to become a shaman, her connection 
with General Lok inevitably started in her early thirties. At that time, she had already 
given birth to three children. During the Cultural Revolution, since Ah Wa's father 
was once a businessman, although he was a farmer, he had gone to Indonesia for 
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business, hence, he was accused as a capitalist. In order to avoid persecution, Ah Wa 
stayed in Indonesia and was unable to return home, leaving his family totally behind 
in the Mainland. Without her husband's financial support, Auntie Fa had to take up 
the whole responsibility to support the family. Auntie Fa's relationship with her 
mother-in-law became the worst as the old lady started to blame her as the cause of 
the misfortunes. One day after quarrelling with her mother-in-law, Auntie Fa was 
very sick and began to act very weird. She started to cry everyday and refused to go 
outside the house. Sometimes, she would yell and murmur to the air, just like she was 
talking to someone else. She told her mother-in-law that she heard someone was 
talking to her, but she did not understand the meanings of the voice. She had dreams 
about a boy and a man: 
I had frequently dreamed of two dreams. One of the dreams was 
about a boy. In the dream, he ran towards me and sat besides me. I looked at 
him and saw that he was smiling at me. He held my hands and told me that 
he had found me. Another dream was about a man. I dreamed that I was 
sleeping in the bed. Then, suddenly I found that there was a man lying 
beside me. I looked at him and was shocked to find that he was not my 
husband. I cried out in shame and then I was awake ... 
Through observing Auntie Fa's condition, her mother quickly brought her to 
see the doctors. Once again, none of the doctors could find out the reason for her 
sickness and madness, hence, they failed to heal her. Auntie Fa's mother-in-law 
eventually gave in and tried to negotiate with the deity that possessed her 
daughter-in-law through the help of the tangki. During the visit, the tangki told 
Auntie Fa's mother-in-law that there was a deity that possessed in Auntie Fa's body 
and the two dreams were the signs of the possession. She then instructed Auntie Fa to 
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address the deity to speak out his will through her own mouth. After a few minutes, 
Auntie Fa's body started to shake violently. Through her mouth, the deity began to 
tell the story. He told the spectators that he was the 'General Lok' (~JE#~Jf). He was 
born in the Han Dynasty. There he was a General in the government army and was 
praised for his good deeds to the people. He and Auntie Fa was a married couple and 
they loved one another very much; therefore, they vowed to become husband and 
wife again in their next life. In the next life, General Lok was born as a Confucian's 
son and Auntie Fa was a daughter of a rich merchant. Although they were destined to 
get married before they were born, the merchant decided to break the vow when he 
noticed that the status of the Confucian family had fallen. The merchant's daughter 
was in love with the Confucian's son, she refused to follow her father's order by 
committing suicide at the age of twelve. The Confucian's son was very upset to 
hearing it. He then went to the grave of the merchant's daughter and committed 
suicide himself at the age of thirteen. After that, he was trying to find his lover in the 
underworld, only to know that she had been reborn again (which is Auntie Fa's 
present life) and married to a man called Ah Wa. 
Unable to meeting his lover in the next time, the Confucian's son became a 
wandering ghost for a while. However, since he had done many good things in his 
previous life, the God in Heaven, called the Great Buddha 12, felt pity for him and 
decided to make him a Buddha. The Confucian's son was pleased with this, but he 
12 As Auntie Fa addressed the Buddha as Fat Zou ({~ffi_§_), I think she refers to Sakyamuni (~J!lQ$~), the 
founder of Buddhism. 
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did not want to leave the living world since he would like to use his power to help 
the poor. He came to Auntie Fa and asked her to become his medium. He would then 
assist her becoming a Buddha too. He ordered Auntie Fa to make a statue for him and 
start to help people. He then told Auntie Fa's mother-in-law that if she stopped her to 
become a tangki, he would bring her away immediately. After knowing this, Auntie 
Fa was frightened, because she knew that disobeying the deity's command might be 
dangerous. She remembered that the tangki Tung zia a13 (:itr '(, also the name of 
the deity), one of the shamans she had visited, had once rejected the deity's will and 
she was immediately punished by the deity. Now, the deity had declared that he 
would bring her away with him if she refused to become his medium. That meant he 
would let her die this time. Auntie Fa was afraid because she had three little children~ 
If she died, there would be no one to take good care of them. Therefore, she had no 
choice but to obey the deity's command. 
With this situation, Auntie Fa's mother-in-law finally agreed to let Auntie Fa 
become a tangki. At first, people came to see Auntie Fa for curiosity. Later, when 
they found that General Lok was a reliable and powerful deity, they started to 
worship him. At that time, General Lok was famous for his healing power. One of 
General Lok's long term followers, who had followed the shaman since the early 
days, told me one miracle that General Lok had performed in the early days: 
13 Tangki Tung zia a is another shaman who later lived in Causeway Bay. After knowing that she was possessed 
by a deity, Tung zia a refused to become a shaman, because her family did not allow her to do so. However, the 
deity started to punish her for her disobedience. Being like a walking dead, Tung zia a would unconsciously wear 
high heels and carry two buckets of water to run on the hill every morning. She would stay there until she drank 
the two buckets of water in the evening. Tung zia a's family is very worried about her situation. At last, they had 
no choice but to let her become a shaman. 
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I remember that one day; a middle age woman brought with her a 
young man, who was sitting in a sedan chair all the time. It was said that 
the young man had hurt his back in an accident. Since then, he was not 
able to walk. They had seen many doctors (both western and traditional 
ones), but they all failed to heal him. General Lok asked the woman to 
bring her son to him. Then, he chanted some charms. I did not know the 
content of the charms; I thought it might be some protective charms. 
General Lok massaged the young man's legs for a while. After that, he 
gave him some charm papers as medicines and the family left. After a 
half month later, the young man had come back and now he could walk 
on his own legs ... 
The message spread over the whole village, more and more people came and 
asked General Lok (Auntie Fa) for advice on their problems. However, Auntie Fa's 
mother-in-law had been angry with Auntie Fa since she had become a shaman. She 
accused her of not being a good wife, as she could not do any housework when she 
was possessed. In order to alleviate the tense relation, Auntie Fa asked another 
shaman to close her connection with General Lok. The shaman burned a charm paper, 
circled it above Auntie Fa's head and asked the deity to leave. From that day, Auntie 
Fa became a normal village woman and General Lok did not possess her body again. 
In 1985, Ah Wa brought Auntie Fa and his family to Hong Kong and lived in 
the · North Point area. Her mother-in-law did not want to leave her village, so she 
stayed behind in Hokkien. At that time, Auntie Fa's husband found a job in a factory 
and received stable salary. Her children had grown up and no longer needed her 
guidance. However, since her refusal to be a shaman, Auntie Fa's health condition 
remained bad. She gradually became so ill that she could not go out and had to stay 
at home. Due to Auntie Fa's health condition and the absence of her mother-in-law in 
the family, at last, she finally decided to reopen the connection with General Lok and 
start her shaman career again at her home. Her mother-in-law was angry with her, but 
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she was in China and did not have the right to settle in Hong Kong, therefore, she 
could do nothing about it. After becoming a shaman again, Auntie Fa miraculously 
recovered from her sickness. The news spread widely in their community; some of 
the previous clients of General Lok, who also had migrated to Hong Kong, came and 
asked him for advice again. As time passed, more and more people heard about the 
power of General Lok and they came to look for help. 
The story of the shaman's journey to shamanismship is a typical case of spirit 
possession described by IM Lewis in his book Ecstatic Religion: an Anthropological 
Study of Spirit Possession and Shamanism (1971). Auntie Fa was born in a poor 
family whose parent had to sell her as a domestic helper in order to support their own 
living. Her status in the society was low and in the marginal. Even though she had 
married to Ah Wa, she was dislike by her mother-in-law. Before becoming a shaman; 
Auntie Fa had faced great crisis in her life. Unable to stand the poverty, her husband 
decided to search opportunity in Indonesia. Worrying that if her husband would set 
up a new family in the foreign country and abandoned her, she had also trapped in 
the harsh condition of poverty and discrimination from her mother-in-law in the 
mainland China. With long-term illness, which I suspected was caused by lack of 
nutrition and great stress, Auntie Fa had been in great depression until one day she 
broke down and experienced the spirit possession. The dream of General Lok, a 
created lover, could be understood as the reflection of her need for both physical and 
mental support from her husband who was hundred miles away. Through the mouth 
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of a young deity, she was able to vent her depression and anxiety in public which 
helped to release her suppressed emotion and brought her to the path of recovery. 
Although becoming a shaman seemed it been a passive and inevitable option for 
Auntie Fa, it in fact ·gave her power to direct a disguised protest movements against 
the dominant. It helped her fight against the control of her mother-in-law and her 
marginal status in her community. Instead of depending on her husband's support, 
she is able to earn money for herself and forms her own personal network. Therefore, 
as IM Lewis (1971: 189) concluded, "the shaman is thus the symbol not of subjection 
and despondency but of independence and hope." 
The Clients and the Operation of the Shrine 
Auntie Fa's client network is broad and diverse. Although a large proportion 
of General Lok's clients are Hokkienese, people from other subgroups, such as 
Hongkongnese, Cantonese and Shanghainess, etc, also come for the shaman's 
consultation. They know about the shaman through their relatives and friends. Once 
they develop faith in the shaman, they continue to consult for her advice when they 
face any kind of problems. This relation sometimes does not end even when they 
have left Hong Kong to live in other countries. I have observed that most of General 
Lok 's visitors are middle-aged and old-aged women, some wealthy and some not. 
Men are rarely seen in the house except for holidays, since people still think that 
worshipping and asking for advice from deities are feminine acts. Men should be 
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masculine and strong. They should do the important things and make their own 
decision, instead of begging the deities for instructions. Therefore, worshipping 
deities and seeing the shaman are described as "women's business" (see also Elliott 
19 55: 165). However, although the men feel ashamed about having contact with 
shamans, they still believe in their power. Therefore, when they face uncertainty in 
their life, they are willing to send their women-folk to ask for advice on their behalf. 
At least they acquiesce if a woman from the household goes on her own initiative: 
Women will then come to see General Lok and ask him for advice on her and her 
family members' problems. 
Usually, the clients call Auntie Fa Yeung Tai, which is the name of address 
printed on Auntie Fa's business cards. Auntie Fa's working hour is from 8:30a.m to 
6:30p.m with a two hour break between 12:30p.m and 2:30p.m everyday, including 
Saturday and Sunday. However, some patients may come earlier or later. Auntie Fa is 
also willing to accept their request. She considers that: 
It is rude to reject any sin seon's (~{§ ; Which means believers in 
English), request when you know that they are coming from far away to ask 
General Lok for help. Besides, it is my destiny to help people. If I had failed 
to do it, I would feel guilty and ashamed for not fulfilling my duty. Moreover, 
not lending a helping hand to people who really need help will also affect my 
cultivation of the Way (to become a Buddha) and General Lok will be very 
angry. 
Therefore, the operating hours for Auntie Fa are rather flexible. 
However, I find that there are several differences between the patients who 
come to visit Auntie Fa on time and the patients who come disregarding the 
announced schedule. People who visit Auntie Fa on time are usually the normal 
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patients. They are not the personal friends of the shaman and their requests are not 
emergencies. They are able to queue up and wait for their diagnosis. Moreover, they 
do not intend to have a further conversation with Auntie Fa; therefore, they leave 
after their consultation. On the other hand, patients who come not according to the 
schedule are of various differences. They may be the new believers who had heard 
about General Lok from their friends or colleagues, but were not familiar with the 
operating style of the shaman. They may also be the people who do not like others to 
know about their problems, so will also reserve a special time with the shaman, so 
that they can face General Lok privately without other patients nearby. This type of 
people usually will give the shaman an additional remuneration, as to make amends 
for causing the inconvenience. Moreover, relatives or friends of the shaman also 
come to see the shaman and her family apart from the operating schedule. They visit 
the shaman for consultancy, as well as exchanging information about other relatives 
and friends. Therefore, it is better to wait until all the patients (or the outsiders) are 
gone. 
On several special days that the shaman will not perform possession, such as 
the birthday of the Buddha, the lunar birthday and the day of death of General Lok, 
ceremonies will been held for the clients to worship the deities. Some of the believers 
will come to help Auntie Fa organize the ceremony properly and show their loyal by 
offering food or cash presents for General Lok. Moreover, the lunar New Year is also 
a holiday for both the deities and the shaman, since General Lok will go back to 
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Heaven and Auntie Fa will need time to prepare the New Year festival and to visit the 
relatives and friends with her family. Although Auntie Fa still accepted consultation 
in lunar July, it is said that this month is a month for the dead, thus, the negative 
energy (jam hei ~~) is very strong in this period of time. Auntie Fa will advise her 
clients, especially the old and sick people, not to visit her unless there is an 
emergency. General Lok needs to patrol the street at night on the last few days of that 
month. This is to prevent the ghosts from staying in the living world after the 
month14• In order not to disturb General Lok's mission and be disturbed by wicked 
ghosts, the clients usually limit their visits to Auntie Fa and General Lok in that 
month. 
Before the possession, Auntie Fa first lights one incense stick and puts it in 
the incense container. She then sits on the chair near her working desk and waits for 
the deity to enter her body. The waiting time lasts from a few seconds to several 
minutes. Then, suddenly, the shaman begins to act like she is going to vomit. Similar 
to Elliott's description, the act of vomiting is not a sign that the shaman "has been 
sick at all" and it does occur more in the nature of "retching than actual vomiting'; 
(1955: 62). After a few seconds, the retching dies down and Auntie Fa begins to 
14 It is said that in lunar July, the Guardian of the Earth (Deizongwong, ft!z~r) and the Kings of 
Hell (jimlowong, ffij*fr) will gradually open the gate of Hell to let the ghosts return back to the 
living world for a short period of time. During this period, the ghosts will go home and visit their 
living family. However, some of the ghosts who do not have living family or who died of unusual 
causes will try to trouble the living people. Thus, the Yu Lan Festival on the 15th of July according to 
Chinese lunar calendar is used to prevent these wicked ghosts from annoying the living by offering 
them foods andjoss papers. The gate of Hell will be closed on the last day of the month and the ghosts 
are supposed to go back to the hell before the gate is closed. However, some of the ghosts will try to 
stay in the living world and refuse to go back. It is then that General Lok is asked to help tracking 
these missing ghosts as a police for Hell. 
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speak in a childish accent with clear pronunciation of Hokkienese, Cantonese and 
Mandarin. It is supposed to be General Lok's voice, since he died when he was still 
very young. Without any violent body movement, Auntie Fa is possessed and can 
start to operate. According to Auntie Fa's description, the degree of body movement 
decreases as the years pass. She mentions that her body would shake violently in the 
process of possession at the early stage of her shamanship. However, her long-term 
partnership with General Lok and her own cultivation in Buddhism reduce the 
shaking. 
It is assumed that deities know everything. Therefore, as long as the request is 
reasonable and with good intention, the deity is willing to satisfy the needs. The deity 
General Lok subjects concerning which a tang ki is consulted as described by Elliott 
(1955: 159-160). 
1. Trouble arising from physical suffering or derangement. 
a. Accident. 
b. Childbirth, including infertility and the consequences of 
pregnancy. 
c. Insanity (not attributed to possession by evil spirits). 
d. Miscellaneous illness. 
2. Trouble attributed to occult factors. 
a. Possession by evil spirits of persons or places. 
b. ' Bad luck'. 
3. The need for gambling tips. 
4. Family troubles. 
a. Erring spouses. 
b. Wayward children. 
5. The desire for communication with the dead. 
6. The desire for news of friends and relatives in distant parts. 
7. The need for business advice. 
a. Investments. 
b. Partnerships. 
c. Trouble with employers and change of occupation. 
8. The need for protection in court cases. 
9. The choice of auspicious dates. 
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Except the need for gambling tips, General Lok is capable and willing to 
perform his power on fulfilling the worshippers' demand. As gambling is not a good 
habit that can be recommended, the deity is not willing to help. The shaman also 
consults on the following matters: 
10. Fung seoi (00.71<, also known as feng shui) problems 
11. Fortune telling and palm reading 
12. Losing weight and other cosmetic matters 
13. Teaching of Buddhist sutra 
The former three types of services are very popular in Hong Kong and 
nowadays, more and more patients request for these kinds of consultation, especially 
the third type of service. Auntie Fa tells me that the patients rarely asked General 
Lok to help them lose weight in the past, but starting from the late 90s, everyone 
wanted to be thinner, so they come to ask for medicines to reduce weight. Most of 
the patients come to the shaman's house for help, but there are exceptions. Some of 
them request Auntie Fa to visit their home or office, usually to ask for a fung seoi 
consultation. They normally need to pay the transport fee for Auntie Fa only, but 
most of the time, the patients prefer to pay an extra amount to the shaman in order to 
make amends for causing the inconvenience. 
During the consultation, Auntie Fa usually uses charms to heal diseases and 
banish bad luck for her clients. Charm has special meanings in Chinese religious 
practices (Liu 1955: 34-41), especially in Taoism, and its usage is diverse. The 
normal application of charms is for exorcism and healing, although they can also be 
used by the Taoist priests to practise magic. Besides charms, Auntie Fa will also 
74 
write prescriptions for her patients. Although I do not know exactly the ingredients of 
the prescriptions, most of the prescriptions are a common herbal soup, which can be 
drunk even if you are not sick. They can help keep your body healthy from sickness 
and they are not expensive to buy. Sometimes, Auntie Fa also gives amulets to the 
clients and clients seem to relax when they receive the amulets. Therefore, I consider 
that Auntie Fa's healing and consultation consist of both physical and psychological 
elements. 
Although praised by her clients as an effective shaman, Auntie Fa has never 
tried to establish her shamanic power publicly. She regards it as showing off one's 
gifted power, which is a very wrong behavior. Moreover, it also increases her 
skepticism towards those shamans who perform public religious displays organized 
by the temples. However, Auntie Fa will organize some activities regularly for 
General Lok's worshippers; for example, she had organized a 4 to 5 days trip of 
pilgrimage to a famous temple in mainland China. Moreover, she also invited the 
worshippers to have a vegetarian meal (0Z:~) with her in local temples. These 
activities allow her to build a closer relationship with her patients, and provide a 
stronger bond among them. 
The offerings 
Although it is not a compulsion, people coming to see General Lok usually 
bring some offerings to General Lok. Fruits or food are the most common types, cash 
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packed in a red envelopes (~I "El) is another form of offering. However, most of the 
visitors tend to give both cash and fruit offerings to General Lok to show their faith 
and sincerity. The amount of money for a red pocket ranges from twenty dollars to 
several hundred. If believers think that General Lok has helped them solve their 
problems or earn big money, they return and offer their gifts to "redeem a pledge" 
(JiffiiJ[). Auntie Fa tells me that it is disgraceful for the shaman to ask the worshippers 
for money, since his/her responsibility is to be a benefactor to society and help the 
people, especially the poor, to solve their problems. He/she should not intentionally 
take advantage of others; otherwise, the deity who possessed in his/her body would 
be angry and might abandon or even punish him/her. Moreover, a shaman should 
cultivate his/her own path and become a good person, so his/her telepathy with the 
possessed deities and the spiritual world would be stronger or remain stable. 
Besides bringing the offerings to Auntie Fa's house, the worshippers also 
purchase some religious paraphernalia (Elliott 19 55: 13 6), such as incense sticks and 
joss paper. The price of the small joss paper is fixed at $5 per a pile and the large joss 
papers cost $10, but the incense sticks are free of charge. Every worshipper who 
enters the house should first normally light three incense sticks for the Gods on the 
altar. This is for the worshipper to introduce him/herself to the Gods before 
contacting General Lok. By doing this, the Gods are supposed to know that he/she 
has faith in them, so that they will protect him/her and his/her family and help 
him/her to solve his/her problems. 
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The Shaman's Personal Network 
Even though Auntie Fa works in her own household, her personal network is 
broad and diverse. A broad and diverse personal network is important for the 
shamans operating in the urban city; as it helps them collect latest valuable 
information and materials for their consultation and their clients' need. It also helps 
to spread the shaman's reputation to other groups. It is noticeable that Auntie Fa 
develops her client network beyond the level of local Hokkienese community. She 
has active support from the local and oversea followers 15 • Some of them become 
helpers for the shaman. They stay in Auntie Fa's flat to help her serve the other 
clients and obtain their information through talking to them. Later, while Auntie Fa is 
free, she will ask them what happened during her possession. Apart from this, Auntie 
Fa's clients also give her valuable information in different aspects. For example, 
clients who work in housing agencies give Auntie Fa recent information on rental 
and mortgage rates during their conversation, so when other clients consult the 
shaman her opinion on buying a flat, this information will help her to make her 
advice. 
Apart from her clients, Auntie Fa has connection with several Buddhist and 
Daoist temples and organizations. She has tried to remain good relationship with 
these cults. Although Auntie Fa is busy, she goes to an upstairs small temple (which 
15 When clients have developed faith in Auntie Fa, they try to keep in touch with the shaman even if 
they have migrated to other countries. Auntie Fa tells me that some of these oversea clients will come 
back just to attend the birthday ceremony of General Lok. They constantly consult for Auntie Fa's 
advice by phone. Auntie Fa (possessed by General Lok) will then give the advice through the phone. 
If charms are needed, she will also ask her grandson to scan the charms and email them to the clients. 
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is dedicated for Gun jam) located several floor below her flat once she is free. Auntie 
Fa befriends with the managers of the temple, which included several nuns and 
monks, as well as the secular disciples of Gun jam. There they discuss the Buddhist 
canons, exchange information about other religious organizations and gossip with 
things happened to people they know. Auntie Fa keeps giving donations to the temple, 
in return she gets some of her religious apparatus from it, such as Buddhist sutra 
booklets, VCDs, audio tapes and sometimes medical herbs, free of charge. 
Auntie Fa has been the middleman between other religious specialists and her 
clients. For example, whenever the clients need to organize a Buddhist or Daoist 
mass for the deceased, Auntie Fa will direct them to the managers of the temples. In 
return, the managers will direct their followers to Auntie Fa when they have 
problems on supernatural phenomena. Auntie Fa also helps in local temples to 
organize religious activities during festivals. For example, she helps to cook food and 
prepare the offerings for the deities during the Birthday of Buddha ( {!}fj~) for several 
local Buddhist temples. When Auntie Fa has to prepare for General Lok's birthday, 
invitation will be sent to the temples; members of the temples will then come and 
help in the preparation for the ceremony. 
During my observation, I always wonder if the shamans are aware of the 
existence of other shamans around them, just like the witch doctors are in Azande~ 
Thus I asked Auntie Fa if she has known about any shamans operating in North 
' 
Point. She tells me that although she does not know all the shamans, she has 
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befriended some of them and heard about the others from her clients and friends 
occasionally. Generally, shamans do not want people to know that they visit other 
shamans, since it may impose an image that they are not capable enough, and need 
help from other shamans. Therefore, they tend to have secret meetings with shamans 
they trust. Auntie Fa's fictive son, Ah Ming, who is a tangki of an apartment-temple 
for the god of the city (~~~0) in North Point, comes to visit Auntie Fa regularly at 
lunch time. When the clients start to show up, he will hide in Ah Wa's room and wait 
for them to leave. Or he will just visit Auntie Fa at night so that he can avoid meeting 
any of his clients at Auntie Fa's flat. If someone recognizes him, Ah Ming will tell 
the person that he is Auntie Fa's fictive son and he comes to visit Auntie Fa to fulfill 
the duty of a son. Auntie Fa's apprentices, such as Miss Chan who has become afung 
seoi master and operated her shamanic power in an office in Tsim Sha Tsui, also 
come to visit Auntie Fa constantly. They tend to address themselves as Auntie Fa's 
clients to hide their identity and not to be recognized. However, both Ah Ming and 
Auntie Fa's apprentices have tried to befriend Auntie Fa's helpers and the religious 
specialists who come to visit Auntie Fa. Like Auntie Fa, they are trying to build up 
their own personal network to increase their reputation and influence. Auntie Fa's 
helpers and the religious specialists become one of the channels for them to get 
information they needed and to promote themselves to people among their 
community. 
Usually, Ah Ming and the apprentices will make small talk with Auntie Fa. 
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They may report their current situation to her or joke about the weird clients they had 
met. Sometimes, they will also share gossip of other shamans with one another. 
However, I never saw how Auntie Fa trains her students. It may be because the 
training of shamanism is secret act that they will not let any outsiders to observe. 
Even though I have a close relationship with Auntie Fa, they are still trying to avoid 
showing it in front of me, since I am not a 'member' of their alliance. 
The death of a shaman 
One day, I heard Auntie Fa was discussing with Ah Ming and her helper Mrs. 
Chan the death of a shaman in Southeast Asia O¥l~e). It is said that the 'Nanhai Sea 
shaman' (this is how they addressed the deceased shaman) tried to perform an 
exorcism for one of his clients who had faced a series of unexpected misfortunes in a 
short period of time. However, the ritual had failed as the spirit was too powerful. 
Facing such disturbance, the spirit was particularly angry with the shaman and was 
trying to get its revenge on him. The 'Nanhai Sea shaman' tried to ask help from 
other shamans; however, before he could do anything, he was hit by a speeding car 
and died. It was Ah Ming who brought up the news; he said that it was the client of 
the 'Stone Lion tangki' (one of the tangki under the apartment-temple Ah Ming 
served) who told them the tragedy. Auntie Fa told me that the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' 
was her friend. When Auntie Fa and her clients went on pilgrimage to the Nanhai 
Sea on the birthday of Gun jam (ID! if), the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' and the managers 
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of the temple he served took care of them. This was why she knew about him. Auntie 
Fa told me that the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' was trying to meet her the following week, 
yet, she did not know that he had faced such a serious problem. 
While expressing their opinion on the incident, Auntie Fa, Ah Ming and Mrs. 
Chan started to speculate on other possibilities for the death of the shaman. Among 
them, Mrs. Chan suspected that the death of the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' was a setup. 
She then told a rumor (she had heard from Auntie Fa's other clients) of the discord 
between the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' and one of his fellow shamans (I call him shaman 
Yu). It is said that shaman Yu was jealous of 'Nanhai Sea shaman' being the lead 
shaman in the temple; thus, he performed sorcery (in Hokkienese choe khio {it(~) 
on him. It was the main reason why the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' could not get rid of the 
evil spirit and died. Auntie Fa thought that if the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' had put more 
effort on cultivating his shamanship instead of trying to earn earthly fame and 
reputation, he would be strong enough to fight against the ghost. 
Through the discussion, we see how supernatural phenomena and traditional 
moral values have been used to interpret the sudden death of a shaman. The death of 
the 'Nanhai Sea shaman' may be caused by the harsh intention of a vengeful spirit. 
However, it is the wicked will of the colleague and the shaman's own eagerness for 
fame and reputation that corrupt his power, making him fail to defeat the ghost. The 
discussion also explores how the shaman's personal network helps her collect 
valuable information that may be important for her consultation. Apart from Ah Ming 
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and her helpers, Auntie Fa also always makes small talk with her clients. Through 
gossiping and sharing secret information with one another, Auntie Fa reinforces her 
allied relationship with Ah Ming and other shamans she trusted and strengthens the 
bond with her clients. 
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Chapter Three 
The Construction of the Shamanic World 
In order to have a deeper understanding on the role of shamanism played in 
Auntie Fa's and her clients' life, it is important to investigate the shamanic belief 
system held by the group. Through observing the shaman's consultations and 
discussing with the informants, I notice that even though each client has his/her own 
interpretation of the spirit world. Most of them, especially the older generations, have 
taken the common views of the Chinese supernatural world for granted. According to 
his study of the paranormal beliefs and experiences in Hong Kong, Charles Emmons 
comments that, "Chinese have traditionally accepted and blended many religious 
philosophies without taking any too seriously" (1982: 250). Chinese religions have 
always been a loose structure of beliefs that allow new aspects to be added in through 
'superscription'. Chinese shamanism combines the philosophies of Confucianism, 
Buddhism, Daoism and other popular religions to become a unique form of practice 
used to interpret the spiritual world. With the rapid development of Christianity and 
the education in scientific thinking, elements from these western principles were 
used by Auntie Fa and some of her clients to interpret the Chinese shamanic world. 
Although there is lack of a single and consistent interpretation of the Chinese 
supernatural world, one can still finds common ideas on it. It is because Chinese 
people still have a more general agreement on the meanings of the supernatural 
world. These general agreements have descended through oral history, religious and 
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social rituals, literature and mythological lore. 
The Construction of the Spirit World 
1. Jam (Yin) and Joeng (Yang), Wan and Paak 
Like witchcraft to the Zande people (Evans-Pritchard 1976), the knowledge of 
supernatural world appears in every aspect of General Lok's believers' life and this 
common sense is considered as natural, rational and logical. Most of General Lok 's 
believers have never thought that the existence of the souls and the spirit world may 
be purely human invention. After observing and interviewing Auntie Fa and her 
clients, I find that even though the clients believe in Auntie Fa's power, they may not 
have the same understanding on the Chinese spirit world. Most of the clients agree 
that the spirit world fundamentally attribute from the dualism of jam (~) and joeng 
(~) and the belief in souls. It is said that the world is constructed with two principles: 
jam (~) and joeng (~), in Mandarin ying and yang. The jam, which represents the 
dark and female principle, and joeng, represents the light and male principle, 
associated with each other to form everything in the world (Emmons 1982: 16; 
Jordan 1999) 16 . Soul also consists of these two principles. Before the Shang dynasty 
(Pcij), people have already believed that everything on earth has a soul (Wu 1992: 2). 
Even the trees, the rivers and the mountains also have their own soul (or spirit). Soul 
can last forever and can communicate with the people. 
16 For more discussion ofjam (yin) andjoeng(yang), see Feng 1948: 129-142 and Cooper 1972. 
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In some versions, there seems to be only one soul (Hsu 1967: 144 ), but more 
commonly, people believe that we have two or more souls. One of Auntie Fa's clients, 
Auntie Mui 17 who is a 63-year-old Hokkienese and a disciple of Gun jam, considers 
that every living thing (including animals and plants) has more than one soul. She 
knows that human has ten souls. These ten souls live in the body when a person is 
still alive and they go to different places once the person dies. Souls can live forever; 
hence, we can communicate with our ancestors through shamans. Miss Lee, a 25 
year-old clerk, has different interpretation on the number of souls. She tells me that 
she has no idea on how many souls a person has, but she has learnt from TV dramas 
that human may have ten souls. Yet, she questions its credibility and prefers to 
consider that human has only one soul. "One (soul) is unique, ten are too many," 
Miss Lee, who had studied in a Christian school, jokes, "I can't imagine that there 
are ten 'me' in the world, unless I am like Jesus who can appear in three different 
places at the same time. However, if the ten 'me' meet at one point, I think I will 
arsue with myself all the time." 
Although there are arguments on how many souls a person has, most people 
have an agreement that human has two types of souls. One type of the souls is the 
wan (;l) or a ling wan (jl0lb). According to David Jordan's (1999) explanation, a 
wan is an "ethereal soul, of brightness and maleness and celestial realms, in other 
17 Auntie Mui works as a helper in the upstair Gun jam temple which is several flats below the shaman 's 
apartment. She met Auntie Fa during a general religious meeting in the temple. They became friends eventually 
and Auntie Mui comes to visit Auntie Fa regularly. 
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words ofjoeng (~). It governs human's consciousness and spiritual states. The other 
type is the paak (B_l). It is a lower soul, which "associate( d) with the earth, with 
femaleness, with darkness, and in general with all things jam (~)". It manages 
human's body and actions. However, in some versions when there are seven paak, 
the paak also conduct the sensory and emotional elements 18 (Jordan 1999: 31-32). If 
we say wan represents the spiritual level of a person, then paak is his material level. 
When a person dies, his wan and paak will leave his body. The paak will wander in 
coffins or around graves, and eventually fade out and expire. The wan will then enter 
into the spirit world. 
During the Shang Dynasty, the Chinese have already believed that the world 
IS divided into three levels: the heaven above, the humans in between and the 
underworld as the natural cosmology. The world between the heaven and the 
underworld is the "World of Man", the other two worlds are the "World of Spirits". 
While anlyzing the Chinese religious syncretism, David Jordan (1999: 27) considers -
that "Taoism (Daoism), Buddhism, and folk regligion, have contributed heavily to 
Chinese religious life, and their interpenetration is so extensive as to prevent a 
thoroughgoing sorting of the elements one might associate with each in its 'prmial ' 
state". This particularity also show in Chinese people ' s concept of the spirit world. 
18 As General Lok has told me that man have three wan and seven paak. The three wan are the important spiri ts 
that determine our consciousness. The paak control our body movement. They al so guard our seven emotional 
elements. They include the elements of happiness ~, anger ~' sadness -R, fear ifl, love ~, wicked ~ and 
desire ~ - A man who lost all his wan will become walking corpse (JIWE). A man who lost hi s seven paak 
becomes a ghost. Therefore, although people think that wan are more important than paak, one still cannot lose 
one of his paak to become a healthy man. 
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For example, the heaven introduced in Daoism and Buddhism have been merged 
together in harmony. Within the "World of the Spirits", heaven represents the bright 
and joeng energy, where live the gods, goddesses and immortals ( {W) 19 in the 
"Supreme Heaven", which is attributed from Daoism and fok religion, and the 
Buddhas in the "Western Heaven" (or Western Paradise), which is ascribed from 
Buddhism. The difference between the two heaven is not quite clear, however, it is · 
said that the W estem Heaven is a "pure paradise" (ibid) where people are equal and 
can experience perfect happiness. In contrast, the "Supreme Heaven" is a world that 
parallel with the living world. The philosophies of Daoism and Confucianism have 
envisioned the heaven as a "vast hierarchical bureaucracy" (Shahar and Weller 1996: 
5). The leaders of the Heaven is the Jade Emperor (.3S.~:* '$) and his wife Goddess 
the Queen Mother (r-BJY~Y~). Different gods, goddesses and immortals have 
different official titles and positions in the heaven. As Henri Maspero notes, Chinese · 
"divinity is a responsibility like a public function: the title endures but those who 
hold it succeed one another ... These are functionary gods who receive a position, . 
who lose it, who are promoted or demoted" (Maspero 1981: 87; quoted from Shahar 
and Weller 1996: 4); the gods are defined by their functions and titles, not by 
individuals. They can be promoted and demoted like the officials in the living world. 
19 The difference between gods, which are attributed from Buddhism and the folk religions, and the immortals, 
which are ascribed from Daoism, are ambiguous and inconsistent. However, most people think that the 
differences between gods and immortals are that gods have to be deified by the society. In contrast, normal people, 
especially the Daoist priests, can learn to become immortals through studying the path of Dao. In some versions, 
people consider that gods are those who have a position and title in the pantheon and the immortals are not. 
Therefore, they believe that gods have a higher status than the immortals. However, as the immortals do not hold 
any duty in Heaven, they are said to have more freedom and are more carefree than the gods. 
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On the other hand, the underworld represents the dark and jam energy. There 
are several versions about the imageries in the underworld. One of the versions 
considers that when people die, their soul will go to live in the underworld. Whether 
they lived happily in the underworld depend on how many offerings and sacrifices 
their descendants can give them (Jordan 1999). However, with the influence of 
Buddhism, the souls do not live in the underworld forever; they will be reborn into 
the "World of Man" through reincarnation. The underworld becomes a Hell-like · 
world (Ding 1997: 251-255) and is governed by the Kings of Hades (~a-=:£)20 . One 
of my informants, Auntie Green21 , has described the underworld for me, which I 
think is quite unique and interesting. She says, 
The underworld is a harsh place to live. It rains all the time and the 
weather is cold. There is no roof on any building; therefore, they (the ling 
wan m~) have to suffer with COldness and wetness. They do not wear 
beautiful clothes, but only white, blue and black clothes. There is not much 
noise there, but only the sound of the rain .... Thus, we should do more good 
things in the present time, so that we can goes to the Western Paradise ({q5~ 
ijt.Jf) and live happily forever. 
Although what she talks about the underworld is different from what I have 
seen and heard in most of the folk tales and popular cultures, it is obvious that the 
underworld is not a good place for living and that it also have the intention to be a · 
20 The King of Hades (lfij*f:[E) is a god in Buddhism, calls Yamaraja. He is first appears in the ancient Indian 
mythology as the god who manages the underworld. Later, he is absorbed by Buddhism to become the King of 
Hades and drawn into the Chinese pantheon (t$~) when Buddhism spread into China. In late Tong dynasty, the 
King of Hades increase from one to ten and they receive the King of Heaven or the Jade Emperor (~£**)'s 
order to govern the underworld (Yin and Wu 1992: 33). Different Kings of Hades have different duties, such as 
the King of Hades of the first Hall (-~lfij.:E.) judges the ling wan's good deeds and bad deeds. The King of 
Hades of the second Hall to the ninth Hall are responsible for punishing the wicked ling wan who had done many 
bad things when they are alive. The King of Hades of the tenth Hall will decide the fate of the ling wan in its next 
life and let the ling wan be reborn again. 
21 Auntie Green is a Hokkkienese old lady who always stayed at the shaman's home as a helper. She is a 
long-term follower of Auntie Fa and has good relationship with most of the shaman's clients. When the shaman is 
in consultation, she would help the Philippine maid serve the clients. 
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warning for the living people to do good things. 
It is said that all people who had died will be sent to the court of the 
underworld by the Ox Head (4fiJO and Horse Face O~TID) or the Black and White 
Mou Soeng (~8~1¥;) according to my informants' opinions22 . There they are 
judged by the Kings of Hades by their own good and bad deeds. People who have 
done many good deeds as men will become gods. People who perform virtues and · 
follow the teachings of Buddha will become a Buddha themselves after death. 
People who had not done many good or bad things will remain in the underworld . 
and wait for their reincarnation. However, those who have done many bad things as 
men will be sent to and punished in the minor hells by the Kings of Hades 
(Taizhong sheng xian tang fu luan 1978). -They will be trapped in the underworld 
until they have their redemption of their sins. 
The Shaman's Interpretation of the Underworld 
Auntie Fa and her clients have told me a very interesting and vivid picture of 
the souls and the underworld. Their version, on one hand, is based on the Chinese 
traditional beliefs and on the other hand, integrates new elements from the modem 
society and the popular culture. Basically, Auntie Fa agrees that people have three 
22 According to my informants' interpretation, the Ox Heads (£f-ffti) , Horse Face (/!!%ilffJ and the Black and White 
Mousoeng are the ghost officials under the Kings of Hades. They assist the Kings of Hades to manage the souls in 
the underworld. The Qx Head and Horse Face are the jailers who are responsible for chasing back the escaped 
ghosts. The Black and White Mousoeng are responsible for heralding a person 's death. In some occasions, they 
work together to send the souls of the dead people to the underworld for their judgment (Yin and Wu 1992: 
136-137). 
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wan and seven paak. When a person dies, his seven paak will stay in coffins or 
around graves. The three wan will go to different places. One of the wan will go to 
the underworld. One of the wan will stay in or around the coffin and the last wan 
will enter into the ancestral tablet (7$ ±J~) and stay with the family. The wan that 
has entered the underworld needs to report to the Kings of Hades. The King of 
Hades of the first Hall (~~ffiL3:_) will look at the person's Life and Death Book(± 
9Efffi) to see if he has died at the right time. If he finds that the person should not die _ 
at this time, he will send him back to the world of living. If he finds that the record 
is right, he then starts to judge the person's good deeds and bad deeds when he was 
alive. If he has done many good things, he will be sent to heaven and become a god 
or a Buddha. If he has done many evil things, he will be sent to the small hells (1 j \Jill 
1~) in different Halls for punishment before they can be brought to the King of 
Hades of the tenth Hall for rebirth, Those who have not done many bad things or 
goods things as humans will have to wait for their reincarnation in the underworld. _ 
The three wan will join together when the person gets a ghost household record (Ji 
*i) (General Lok says that a ghost household record is like getting an ID card in 
Hong Kong) to live in the underworld. However, the wan can go back to the home in 
the living world at anytime it likes. 
Usually, in order to guard the ling wan more properly, the Kings of Hades 
has separated the ling wan into different regions according to their place of death. 
For example, people who had died in Hong Kong are regulated to live in Hong 
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Kong in Hades. If they want to visit their living descendants in China or USA, they 
have to apply for a passport and ask for permission. She says that the passport 
records the name, the date and place of death, and a brief description of the 
personality of the ling wan 23 . If their application is approved, they will need to 
bring along their ghost household record and the passport to the officials at the 
immigration office (tfj/\~~) for identification. She says that the ling wan cannot · 
stay away from its place of death for too long, or it will be considered as an escaped 
ghost and the Qx Head and Horse Face will come and arrest the ghost. It will then 
be sent back to the underworld and punished for its unfaithful intention. Auntie Fa 
tells me that Hades looks exactly like the world of living, instead of an old fashion 
ancient Chinese world. In fact, it exists in the world of living, but in a different time 
and space, thus, living people cannot see it. Therefore, the ling wan in Hades have 
computers, cell phones, public transport and tall buildings. Although there are still · 
some ancient ling wan remaining in Hades, the number is small, since most of them 
have been reincarnated. Yet, the remaining ling wan will still have their residential 
place. However, since the Hades is not a place for happiness and enjoyment, the 
living environment is much simpler than the living world. Like the living people, the 
ling wan in Hades have to eat, drink, dress and live. To earn their living, they have 
to work. General Lok says that usually the ling wan will be assigned with the job he 
23 The brief description is used to know whether the ling wan is good or bad, so that the officials can 
decide how long the ling wan can stay at the place they will go to. 
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had done when he is alive24• If the ling wan is a policeman in the living world, he 
will become a policeman in Hades. On one occasion, I have heard a daughter telling 
General Lok that her deceased father has told her in her dream that he is a security 
guard for a building in Hades now, like he was in the living world. 
Although the Chinese traditions believe that the ling wan can get want they 
need from their descendants or family through offerings, General Lok tells me and 
his clients that usually the joss papers (or the gold and sliver papers) will mostly be · 
taken by the officials (since in Hades, the ling wan should live a humble and simple 
life). Therefore, if we want to help our deceased family members in Hades, we _ 
should instead do more good things and virtues. By doing this, we can help them 
cultivate their moral conduct and they can have the right to reborn again more 
quickly. Talking about the right of reincarnation, Auntie Fa tells me how we know if 
a ling wan is at the time to reincarnate. She says that every ling wan will have a 
paper for reincarnation. Everyday, the paper will have a hole on it automatically, · 
which represents that the ling wan has spent a day more in Hades, and the size of the 
hole is determined by whether the ling wan has be a good citizen in the underworld . . 
It is time for the ling wan to reincarnate when there is no place for any hole to be put 
on the paper. 
In one occasion, Auntie Fa also told me that General Lok had brought her to 
24 I have asked Auntie Fa whether if a ling wan is a beggar when he is ali ve, he will become a beggar in the 
underworld. Auntie Fa says yes, since it is his own karma. I then ask her if a ling wan is a thief or burglar when 
he is alive, will he become a burglar in Hades. Auntie Fa says that usually this kind of person will be sent to the 
Kings of Hades for punishment and live in the jail of the Halls. Thus, he will not live in Hades until he has his 
redemption. 
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the underworld to search for a wan, which was supposed to be the client's father. She 
told me that her ling wan and General Lok had sunk into the earth below. There they 
passed a tunnel. At first, she did not see anyone, then more and more people joined 
them and she had met the Ox Head (4-TIJi) and Horse Face C~Im), with the Mou 
Soeng (~m). At the end of the tunnel, there was a large gate to the underworld. 
General Lok stopped her near the gate (because she is not dead yet) and he handed a 
document, which was the application for bringing the wan needed to the living world, 
to the officials at the gate. General Lok said that sometimes the officials would tell 
him that the ling wan had been reincarnated; sometimes, they would refuse to bring 
the wan to him (for some reason). However, since General Lok had been a friend 
with most of the officials and the Kings of the Hades by being the policeman for 
managing the ghosts in the lunar July, the officials usually would not decline his 
request. After meeting the wan, they passed through the tunnel and returned to the 
sitting room of Auntie Fa's house. According to Auntie Fa's memory, the 
environment around the gate was dark and humid. The officials looked like humans 
and they wore modem uniforms. However, the faces of the ling wan, even the wan 
General Lok had . called for, were blurred and ambiguous, since they were not 
supposed to be seen by the living people. 
Opinions from the Clients 
Obviously, there is no one consistent and unified description of the Chinese 
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supernatural. Even though the believers sometimes learn about General Lok 's version 
of the spiritual world during their consultation, they have their own understanding 
and interpretation of it. Yet, most of the clients still have a basic and ambiguous 
concept of the Chinese supernatural and are merely inspired by different religions 
and the popular cultures. It is noticeable that the younger the clients are, the more 
dubious they are about the supernatural world and the more they are influenced by 
the mass media. When I ask Auntie Fa's clients about the supernatural world, all of 
them can illustrate that there are three worlds: the gods live in the beautiful upper 
heaven, the living people work in the middle living world and the ghosts suffer in the 
hell-like lower underworld. However, when asked for the detailed description of the 
three worlds, most of them barely can provide a picture of it. Moreover, some of 
them absorb elements from the western religions to enrich the imagery of their belief 
in the modem world, where different religions coexist and interact with one anther in 
a society. Some clients think that the Christian God and the angels are the same as 
the Chinese deities. 
I have asked several of Auntie Fa's clients their opinion on the spirit world 
described by the shaman. It is interesting that even though some of them do not quite 
agree with the shaman's interpretation, they still try to rationalize and make it 
reasonable for them. Mr. Fong25, a middle-aged manager in a logistic company, tells 
25 Mr. Fong is a reguilar visitor for Auntie Fa. He comes to visit the shaman when he has doubt on his future 
career. He would ask the shaman to give him and his family fortunetelling during the New Year, so to know if he 
would be in bad luck that year. Mr. Fong told me that he usually came with his wife. But he would also come 
alone when he had faced critical situation towards his career. 
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me that he has learned some knowledge on the heaven and the underworld through 
the elder people, movies and TV dramas. "In those versions, the underworld is a 
conventional one, where the ghosts and officials wear traditional clothes. The King 
of Hades dresses in ancient Chinese official uniform and uses a writing bush for 
writing ... " However, he does not think Auntie Fa's version of the underworld is 
weird. He considers that both of the underworlds are relevant, since the image 
portrayed in the movies and TV dramas are set in the ancient China and what Auntie 
Fa mentions is in the modem day. "The world is changing rapidly. It is reasonable for 
the underworld to change into a modem form too. It (the underworld) has to evolve." 
Miss Lee, the Cantonese-speaking clerk believes there are many different heavens 
and underworlds. She thinks that when Christians die, they go to the Christian 
heaven and underworld (the hell). When Muslims die, they go the Islamic heaven 
and underworld. Although she is confused as to whether General Lok is a Buddhist 
or Daoist god, she supposes it is the same, as Buddhists and Daoists will go to the 
same heaven and underworld. What Auntie Fa described is the Chinese underworld 
in the modem time, hence, it makes sense. 
Several of my informants reply that they have no idea if the shaman's 
interpretation of the underworld is correct, as they have very little information on it. 
"I don't know. I haven't been there yet, it is impossible for me to know about the life 
after death. General (Lok) is efficacious (leng B). What he says should be true. After 
all, He's the expert. I shouldn't question his words." Mrs. Lee, a young Cantonese 
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speaking housewife who asks Auntie Fa to help her husband's business, says. It 
appears that she does not even bother to know about the differences. As long as 
Auntie Fa is capable of helping her solve her problems, she will not try to challenge 
and question her words and behavior. Other informants also have this kind of 
comment. It seems that variety among the Chinese religious principles is common 
enough that people do not see it as a matter for affecting their faith in the shaman. 
2. Gods and Ghosts 
The concept of the gods, or san (1$), and ghost, or gwai C7i), is important for 
understanding the clients' beliefs in shamanism and General Lok's power. It is the 
fact that Ling wan, san and gwai are terms used to address the human souls in 
different situations and states. Some of my informants tell me that Ling wan is a 
neutral term, which signifies the human soul when the person is alive or dead and it 
does not impose any positive or negative feelings. On the other hand, god and ghost 
usually refer to the human souls after one's death. According to Sawatzky's (1990: 
125) interpretation, god usually has a positive meaning, while ghosts, although are 
not considered as essentially evil, are "popularly represented as being both repulsive 
and dangerous, one of the many species of evil spirits that plague the living". Auntie 
Fa also has a similar interpretation of gods and ghosts. She considers that gods are 
those who have done good things to the people. They protect people from harm and 
will not hurt them, unless they have offended them. On the other hand, ghosts are 
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dangerous; they haunt people to get what they want. However, Auntie Fa always 
shows mercy on them, "They are pitiful. They have been abandoned by their 
descendents or died miserably. Therefore, I try to make agreement with them, rather 
than hunt them down when they try to disturb people." Auntie Fa's clients also 
appreciate Auntie Fa's attitude towards ghosts and think that she 1s a good and 
merciful shaman. 
Gods 
Gods are immortal and can live forever. Some of them have existed before 
man is made, such as Pun gu (fi~) , Neoi wo (5TJFrlJ) and Ho baak (1"0J1EJ)26. They are 
the creators of the world or the spirits of the nature. They signify the nature worship 
beliefs in the ancient China, which indicates the personification of the nature and 
natural phenomena with human characters. However, worshipping this kind of gods 
and goddess is not popular among Auntie Fa's clients. 
On the other hand, deities like Tin hua (7(![§-), Gwaan dai (fmr11 ) and Gun 
jam (IDF~r) are famous deities among Auntie Fa's clients. Most of them had done 
many good deeds and helped many people before they become deities. They are then 
worshipped by the people and had their own temples. Most of these gods are 
26 In Chinese mythology, Pun gu (ti~) , Neoi wo (ft:J!%)and Ho baak OEJ{S) are the ancient gods, who had 
existed before man is made. Pun gu (ti~) is the creator of the world. It is said that he is born fro m a great egg. 
After his birth, he uses the egg cells to create the sky and the earth and his body parts become the sun, moon and 
the nature. Neoi wo (f;z:. Wlb) is the goddess who creates man. It is said that she makes man out of ye llow mud 
according to her own appearance. Ho baak OEJ{B) are the gods of ri ver or water. In some versions, he is 
addressed to a particular god as the god of Yellow Ri ver (JitOJ). In many histori cal texts, Ho baak is described as 
a negative and wicked god, who is libidinous. One of the stories in the Historical Records (~~cD records that 
people, who live in the city Jip (~)) , throw women into the Ri ver Zoeng (¥f) every year, since the Hobaak in the 
ri ver wants to marry a young girl every year. 
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attributed from the local religions. Later, they are promoted and standardized by the 
central state for imposing indirect political control over the regions (Watson 1985). 
Superscription of the Gods' Symbols 
People's understanding on the identity and function of these deities is always 
different. Through superscription (Duara 1988), popular deity usually embraces 
more than one duty. Taking Gwaan dai (IUJ$), also known as Gwaan gung (~0), 
as an example. As I have mentioned in Chapter two, Auntie Fa has refused to define 
Gwaan gung as a God. However, some of her believers still worship Gwaan dai and 
make sacrifices to him on his birthdays27 . When asking why they worship Gwaan · 
dai, they all say that he is leng (it), in Hokkienese sian (~), which means 
effecacious, and he never refuses a request (l§*£\ff!). People believe in him, so he . 
must be real and powerful. However, they still have different interpretation of 
Gwaan dai's power. Usually, they view Gwaan dai as the God of Loyalty and 
Chivalry. And as he was a warrior before he died, therefore, he has the ability to 
provide safety for his disciples. Therefore, almost all Hong Kong police stations 
have set an altar for Gwaan dai. By worshipping the deity, it promotes the spirit of 
loyalty and trusts among the officers, and provides a peace of mind and a sense of 
control for the team over their mission. 
27 It is said that deities who are raised from humans usually have two birthdays. One birthday refers to their 
birthday in the living world; the other is the day when they transform to become deities in the heaven. It is usually 
referred to the day of their death. 
98 
In the meantime, people who set an altar for Gwaan dai at home usually 
emphasize his capability of exorcising the evil spirits (power), instead of his loyalty 
elements. One of my informants, Ms. Fu who is a Hokkienese, tells me how her 
cousin invites Gwaan dai's statue into his house to drive out the wicked ghosts who 
haunt the family every night. When I ask her why her cousin does not get help from 
Gun jam (fts) instead, since Gun jam has a higher position in the pantheon 
according to her own interpretation28, Ms. Fu interprets that since Gwaan dai is good 
at martial arts (since he is a General) and abhors evil spirits as deadly foes (~~PO 
{}L), he will use his halberd to execute any evil spirits who try to harm the living 
people and protect the family from sickness. Although Gwaan dai is most famous for 
his symbolic image of loyalty and chivalry, he is also respected by .the businessmen 
as the God of Wealth (mou coi san ~~tt$). Merchants worship the deity, asking him 
to guard their business, so that they will not be cheated by their business partners or 
threatened by the jealous competitors. 
Ghosts as Gods 
Only men can cultivate their way to be a god, ghosts can also become gods 
through doing good deeds and following the religious order after death. Such 
example can be seen in the book of Liuzaaiziji (~gpifgt~)29 , which tells a story of a 
28 Ms. Fu interpretation of Gun jam will be discussed in Chapter 4. 
29 A famous Chinese ghost story book written by Poucungling ($f'lif]) during the Qing Dynasty. The chapter I 
mentioned is called the "Wongluklong" (.=£7\E!~). 
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water ghost (71<.)1[) named Wongluklong (.3:.7\~~), who refuses to hurt his victim to 
obtain the right of reincarnation. The King of Heaven admires his virtue, and thus 
makes him an earth god of the town Wu C~~ii). In his article "When a Ghost 
Becomes a God", Steven Harrell describes Chinese people's acceptance of 
worshipping ghosts, who later become gods. He (1974: 204) concludes "if he (a 
ghost) answers requests and grants favors, then it matters little what his origin is or 
what a religious specialist might say about his position in the supernatural social 
order". A ghost can be god if he can fulfill people's requests and help them solve 
problems. Therefore, Auntie Fa's clients accept General Lok and his ability even 
though they know that he was a ghost who had committed suicide because of an 
inadmissible love relationship before becoming a god. Auntie Fa tells me that 
General Lok collect wandering ghosts which he has exorcised and make them his 
helpers, calling them small ghosts (!J\~J30 . He is trying to help the small ghosts 
cultivate their good deeds so that they can be reborn again or even become gods. 
The Celestial Hierarchy of Gods 
Most gods live in Heaven and occupy an enviable position as an official in a 
"celestial hierarchy", a "salaried sinecure in an ancient and honorable tradition, 
30 General Lok says the small ghosts he has collected are very useful. It is because they can help him 
collect useful information, protect clients, fmd needed people/ghosts in both the living and spirit 
world, etc. Usually, Auntie Fa serves them on her altar and will make offerings to them occasionally. It 
is not clear where these ghosts would be in the free time. When General Lok needs their help, they 
will gather around the shaman's flat and wait for the commands. As the small ghosts have been 
General Lok's disciples, they no longer try to haunt people, but to assist General Lok in answering the 
clients' requests. 
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dispensing decisions with the force of law" (Jordan 1999: 36), which is similar to the 
hierarchal bureaucracy in the living world31 . This means that different deities hold 
different official titles and positions in heaven. Although not all the gods are good 
and merciful to people, Chinese people believe that if they worship and give 
offerings to the gods, the gods will reward them and protect them in return. Therefore, 
people build temples for the gods and worship them, hoping that they will bring good 
lucks to them. Although gods live in Heaven, they stay a relatively long time in the 
living world for executing their duties. Auntie Fa tells me that gods in a lower 
position of the pantheon, such as the earth gods (±:tlli0) and the Lord of the Earth 
(:tlli±0 )32 , have their own governing boundaries and they are responsible for 
guarding things happened in their territories. On the other hand, the gods who have 
higher position in the pantheon, such as Gwaan gung (~ru0) and Tin hua (7( 1~), can 
travel around the living world to help people. They give advice to their believers 
through the different mediums, such as the divine blocks and divine sticks. 
Sometimes, they will even choose their own spirit medium, possess them to give out 
their messages and help people solve their problems. 
As mentioned before, when people die, their souls, or ling wan, leave their 
body and enter into the spirit world. Auntie Fa illustrates that the souls will be first 
judged by the Kings of Hades of their good and bad deeds as men. If they do many 
31 General Lok also has his title in Heaven; his position is a general, who has particular power in 
healing. 
32 As Ceneral Lok has mentioned, Lord of the Earth is different from the earth god (±:f:~0 ). Earth god is 
responsible to protect people of a household, but the lord of the earth has the power to protect the people lived in 
an area, not only in a household or a building. Therefore, lord of earth is more powerful than the earth god. 
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good deeds, they immediately become gods and enter the heaven. If they do many 
bad things or if they need to reincarnate, they will stay in the underworld for 
redemption or for their turn for rebirth. At this moment, they have still been called 
the ling wan or the jamwan (~0l), known as the souls in the underworld, until they 
left/escaped from the underworld and wandered (or even appeared in front of living 
people) in the World of Living. They become ghosts at that time. 
Ghosts and Ancestors 
In his book Chinese Ghosts and ESP: A Study of Paranormal Beliefs and 
Experiences, Charles Emmons (1982: 28) indicates that "Chinese take it for granted 
that everybody should believe in ghosts", the only question is "whether you're afraid 
of them". Chinese people's belief in ghosts is as popular as their trust in deities~ 
Different from gods, ghosts will die or can be killed by religious and spirit 
practitioners, such as the Daoist priests, sorcerers or the shamans. Although ghosts 
are said to be dangerous, not all of them are wicked and intend to harm the living. 
For example, the spirits of the ancestors are supposed to protect their descendents. In 
Chinese society, ancestor worship is an essential and crucial religious practice in the 
folk religious system (Freeman 1966). It is also highly promoted by the Confucians, 
since it strengthens the traditional family centered morality and solidarity, thus, helps 
to promote the social moral value and stabilize the order of a society. David Jordan 
(1999) speaks of the meaning of ancestor worship that "the worship of these beings 
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(the ancestors) is tied up with notions of memorializing the dead and providing for 
their continued comfort after death, as we have seen. But in China, as elsewhere, the 
ancestral cult inevitably becomes involved in a variety of ways with relations 
between and among families, compounds, and lineages". In Hong Kong New 
Territories where lineages are still the strong social units of the rural areas, ancestor's 
tablets are placing in the ancestral halls. When there are any festivals, the 
descendants will gather around and make offerings to their male ancestors in the hall. 
The cult fulfills the traditional value on family and ascertains a relationship between 
the worshippers, since only people who are considered as "family members" can 
worship in the same ancestral hall. Thus, it strengthens the solidarity of the lineage 
members and excludes the outsiders. It also indirectly establishes the lineage's power 
over the region. 
However, in the urban areas where lineage is hardly found, people worship 
their ancestors, usually from within one or two generations, in their own house. 
Unlike what has mentioned in David Jordan's description, they usually place the 
ancestors' pictures, rather than their tablets, at the altar. Usually the ancestors receive 
constant attention from their descendants during their birthdays and the death days or 
in some festivals, such as the Ching Ming Festival and the Chung Yeung Festival. 
The descendants will go to visit the ancestors' graveyard and make offerings there. 
Since the gods are in a higher status than the ancestors, the pictures of the ancestors 
should not be placed on the side of the statue of the gods. If they had to be put on the 
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same altar, the ancestors should not be placed above the gods and if they are situated 
on the same level, the statue of the gods should be placed on the left hand side and 
the pictures of the ancestors on the right. According to one of my informants' 
opinion, people who broken the rule of display would be considered as intentionally 
insulting the gods, which is very inauspicious (hou mh gat lei ~fDgJ5"ffj) and would 
bring bad luck to themselves and their family. Therefore, being an expert of the 
Chinese religious norms, Auntie Fa has placed her parents-in-law's altar at one side 
of the sitting room and the shrine for the gods and Buddhas at the center of the sitting 
room. 
Usually, if the descendants serve the ancestors properly, the ancestors will in 
turn benefit them. Maurice Freedman (1966: 151) comments about the Chinese 
ancestors that "what, in the light of comparative ethnographic evidence, appears to 
be the relative ineffectiveness of Chinese ancestors, their general air of benevolence, 
and doubtless too the lack of strong feelings of hatred or guilt toward them on the 
part of their descendants". Chinese ancestors are not portaryed as the projector of the 
social morals. They rarely punish their descendants' wrong doings, but are supposed 
to protect and benefit them in the spirit world. However, although it is not common, 
ancestors sometimes may cause bad luck to their descendants. The main reason may 
be because they have not received proper burial and sacrifices. It may also because 
they have somethings about the future that they would like to warn their descendants. 
They try to get their attention through appearing in dreams or causing descendants 
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bad luck, so that the descendants will find a spirit medium for help. Through the 
mouth of the spirit medium, the descendants can then communicate with their 
ancestors direct! y. 
Although ancestors are supposed to profit their dscendants, not all the family 
ghosts are nice to their family members. As Emmons has mentioned, ghosts become 
restless when they are death as "a young child, death before marr1age, suicide or 
other violent or unpleasant deaths, improper burial, and improper worship after 
death" (1982: 20). However, once they can receive proper burial and worship, most 
of these unrest ghosts will stop causing any troubles. As I have mention before, they 
can even raise to become gods. Usually, ancestors will receive constant attention 
from the family members; therefore, they are unlikely to ra1se any problems. 
However, children (especially young girls) who die before their time, women who 
die before marriage or separated wives and widows who die without children are 
likely to be neglected from the worship altars. If they are not placated by proper 
burial and sacrifices, they can easily become jealous and start to haunt their own 
family members. They may cause illness33 and bad luck34 to them. It is said that the 
33 A client's husband has had a skin disease for a long time. After some investigation, General Lok tells the 
husband that he has an older brother who died shortly after the birth. Since, it is an unlucky incident, the family 
tries to hide the secret from the others. And later, when the woman 's husband is born, he replaces the position of 
the dead brother and his parents give him the name of the dead brother's. Therefore, not many people know, even 
the husband, that he has an older brother. However, the unrest spirit is jealous of his younger brother and would 
like to get a place in his family, therefore, he tries to disturb his life and cause his sickness. In order to solve the 
problem, General Lok advises the husband to set up an altar for the dead brother and give him offerings regularly. 
34 During my observation, a 40s years old woman come to seek help from General Lok. It is said that the woman 
has lost all her money in her early business, she and her son have been unemployed for a while, and her husband 
has left her for other woman. After a few seconds of meditation, General Lok tells the woman that it is her auntie 
who causes her misfortune. The auntie had died young and has been worshiped by the woman in the Mainland 
China. However, the woman has stopped to do it when she moved to Hong Kong. The auntie 's ghost then causes 
her bad luck to give her warning of not serving her suitably. 
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young children, especially the sons, are easily become the victims of the hatred. 
Their souls may be kidnapped by a spirit until j oss paper is burned as ransom to 
satisfy its request (Potter 1974: 211-212). Therefore, parents who have given birth to 
a baby boy will give their son a female nickname or dress it in female clothes to 
deceive the ghosts and people who are jealous of them. 
Ancestor Worship in Urban Areas 
Nowadays, due to the time and housing limitation, more and more people 
who live in the urban area stop setting altar for their ancestors at home. They only 
make offerings to them one or two times a year. Mrs. Wong, who and her family have 
migrated to Hong .Kong from the Mainland China for a year, has ·stopped making 
offerings to her husband's ancestors at home, as there is not enough space and time 
for them to set an altar for the ancestors. They are not allowed to bum joss papers at 
the rear staircases or around the playground of the building. Even though Mrs. Wong 
feels sorry for abandoning the tradition, she has decided that she will not hold any 
worship. She and her family only make offerings to their ancestors during the Ching 
Ming Festival. This situation is even more serious among the younger clients. 
Jennifer, a young accountant in her 20s who comes to ask Auntie Fa about her career, 
comments on performing family rituals, "my mother does the worship thing, she 
wants to pass it to me, but I don't think I will follow her path ... It is troublesome and 
time consuming. Moreover, my husband and my mother-in-law may not have this 
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tradition. They may not allow me to perform the rituals. I know she would not like to 
hear it, but I think I will simplify all this stuff (the procedures of worship) or even 
stop making offerings if possible." She thinks that it is inevitable and if the ancestors 
really love their descendents and family members, they should be thoughtful. 
Although not all the young clients obtain Jennifer's opinions, several of them 
consider that eventually more and more people will simplify or even abandon 
ancestor worship. 
However, abandoning ancestor worship does not mean that they are not 
aware of ancestors and other family ghosts' dissatisfaction to cause their members 
misfortunes. Mrs. Wong and her family are said to be haunted by her husband's 
ancestors' ghosts, due to their disappointment on the lack of offerings, to receive bad 
lucks in the recent times. Jennifer's failure in her career is said to be caused by the 
ghost of her auntie, who dies in infant. After knowing that the family ghosts are 
causing them bad lucks, Mrs. Wong and Jennifer are forced to reset the altar. Mrs. 
Wong considers that if the ancestors can help her and her family passes the harsh 
period, she would have no choice but to continue making offerings to them. However, 
the tension between the dead and the living is there. Jennifer is not happy about the 
reality, "they should know that we are all busy at earning our living. There is really 
no time for us to worship them regularly like it is in the past. If they can't get it, they 
are too mean and I have no reason to make offerings to such unkind ancestors." 
Auntie Fa sees the situation; she tries to help her clients to simplify the 
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procedures of the worship and at the same time, makes the ancestors satisfy the 
offerings. She claims that ancestor worship is a way to show our respect to the 
ancestors, thus, it cannot be abandoned. However, she also understands that modem 
people are busy at work, thus, she suggests her clients to make the ritual simpler. For 
example, she advises Mrs. Wong to use can food and dry food, such as instant · 
noodles and biscuits to replace cooked food as offerings at the festivals. Moreover, 
she also recommends her to use fruits like shaddocks as offerings, so that they can 
last for a longer time. 
The Wandering Ghosts 
Apart from the family ghosts, there is another type of ghosts that will also 
haunt the living. It is the lonely and homeless ghosts (RL\0l!f )l). Most of the time, · 
Hong Kong people are not willing to directly address theses ghosts, instead, they 
call _ them "the things" (go di yeh O@IDI¥JD!T) or dirty thing C~l!D!T). The lonely and 
homeless ghosts are the lost souls who wander around in the living world without 
anyone worshiping or making offerings to them. Usually they are unknown to the 
victims and their members. Like the family ghosts, since they do not have people to 
worship them, they eventually become desperate and hostile. In order to get what 
they want, they haunt living people and cause them illness and misfortunes. Several · 
years ago, Auntie · Fa's grandson has been very sick for a while. The family asks 
General Lok's comment to know that he is disturbed by three unknown homeless 
108 
ghosts. General Lok solves the case by threatening them that he will make them 
disappear from the world. Yet, General Lok still asks the family to bum some joss 
papers for them. He explains that becoming lonely and homeless ghosts is miserable. 
They wander in the streets and barren lands or rest in disused buildings because they . 
have no place to live. They have to starve all the time, and since they had missed 
their chance for reincarnate, they may live like this for a very long time until one . 
day they disappear in the worlds. That's why they try to haunt people for getting 
their necessity. By giving them joss papers can help them improve their situation. 
However, General Lok comments that this type of ghosts is the most 
dangerous, since their intention for haunting people is not only for a proper worship 
or burial. Sometimes, they ask for a scapegoat (tai sei gwai ~JEY~J in order to 
regain their right to reincarnation35 . As the family ghosts still have a relation with 
their family members and once their family members promise to give them sacrifice, . 
they will go to rest, therefore, they rarely have the intention to kill their victims, 
unless they have great hatred in their heart. In contrast, in order to gain the right to 
reincarnation, the lonely and homeless ghosts are willing to do anything. Unknown 
ghosts haunting one's family members are common cases among General Lok's 
clients. One day, a Cantonese housewife brings her daughter to see General Lok, 
since her daughter had seen a female ghost trying to find a scapegoat and was hurt 
35 It is said that the souls of people who had died violently, such as drowning, murder and car accidences will be 
trapped at the place where they die. In order to leave the place for reincarnation, they have to select a scapegoat 
for the replacement. Usually, people who have light horoscopes are easier to be the targets and when they are 
followed by these vicious ghosts, their lives are in great danger. They may be bewitched by the ghosts to cause 
their own death in the same way of the ghosts. 
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by her evil energy. Her experience is so horrifying to her that she is shaking while 
she is telling the incidence: 
One night when I was walking home from the bus stop, I saw a man 
with very white face moved towards me. I thought the man was a ghost, 
because he walked like a dead man. Later, I saw his shadow and knew that he 
was not a ghost. At that time, I noted that there was a pair of hands on the 
man's shoulder. I looked at the man's back as he passed me by. Then, I saw a 
woman with green face, long hair and fingernails who had dressed in red 
hanging behind the man. The man's hands were on his both sides. That meant 
he was not holding the woman. The woman had no shadow and she hung on 
the back of the man like a paper. She seemed to notice that I could see her; so 
she looked at me angrily. At that time, my mind was blinded and when I 
arrived at the door of my home, I began to feel very sick .... 36 
The daughter's description of the ghost's image is one typical stereotype of a . 
Chinese female malicious ghost's image. Female ghosts appear to be outnumber of 
other kinds of ghosts in Chinese culture, due to the anomalous position of women 
within the patrilocal and patrilineal family (Harrell 1986, Potter 197 4: 229). In the 
traditional Chinese paltriarchal society, women are considered as the outsiders of the 
family, who had the threat of hurting the solidarity of the brotherhood. They are 
subordinated under the control of men and sometimes, mistreated by the paltrilineal 
system. Therefore, when they become ghosts, they are usually portrayed as greedy . 
and hypersexual. They choose men as the victims and suck out their energy until 
they die. 
36 After hearing the incidence, General Lok has meditated for a while, and then he tells the daughter that the 
ghost had committed suicide by jumping off a tall building. In order to get the right of reincarnation, she had 
followed the man for a while and tempted him to commit suicide in the same way. General Lok tells the daughter 
that she is lucky she had not made any voice at that time. It is because if she reminds the man of his situation and 
spoils the ghost's plan, the ghost will come to her and makes her to be her scapegoat instead. The ghost is afraid 
that she wil1 hinder her intention, thus, she causes her sickness as a warning. 
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Gods, Ghosts and the Shamans 
It is obvious that both gods and ghosts may try to communicate with the 
living people, either for protecting, punishing or requesting needs from the living 
people. Ignoring their voices will cause people loss or even bad luck and 
misfortunes. However, not every person can receive the messages from the spirit 
world. Therefore, shamans, who are the "essentially mediums" and "mouthpieces of 
spirit beings" (Lessa and Vogt 1965: 451) are needed to create the bridge between 
the two worlds. According to the opinions of General Lok's clients, shamans are 
different from the fung seoi masters, fortunetellers or the religious specialists (such 
as the Buddhism monks and Christian priests). It is because the shamans can do 
what the other spiritual practitioners can do, such as fungseoi reading, fortune telling 
and teaching of the religious sutras, and at the same time, can communicate with the 
souls and spirits directly. Their ability to befriend with the gods and fight against the 
evil ghosts makes them unique from the other categories. 
3. Fate, Fortune and Misfortune 
The Notions of Fate and Fortune 
Usually, individuals do not find a shaman until uncertainties and misfortunes 
happen in their life. Thus, it is important to understand how they interpret the 
meaning of fate and fortune that leads them to shamanism. In general, it is said that 
there are five important elements that will influence a person's life. They are in 
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priorities: fate (~tfP), fortune c=~), fung seoi ( Jffi\71<.), doing secret good deeds 
(!ZYfJ~~) and study (li§l~). Fate (meng$, in Hokkienese mia) and fortune (wan 
~, in Hokkienese un) are the two main components that control people's living. 
They work together to determine a person's failure and success throughout his/her 
life. Although the concept of fate and fortune is complicated and there is not a 
consistent explanation, through obtaining opinions from Auntie Fa and General Lok's 
believers, I find that there are still some agreements on it. As Auntie Fa says, fate is a 
power beyond human control that is believed to decide events. It refers to the 
moment of a person's birth and it is predestined before one is born. To know if a 
person has a good fate (huo meng ~f$), we can look at his/her lunar horoscope, the 
eight cyclical characters giving year, month, day and hour of birth. Generally 
speaking, people whose horoscope is reckoned to be too "light" (in Cantonese baat 
zig wo heng J\+~'~) will have bad fate. They may die young or live with a 
miserable life. In contrast, people whose horoscope is considered to be "heavy" will 
have good fate. They will become successful people in the society and will live a 
prosperous life. 
The concept of fate is usually used in a broader term. As Steven Harrell (1987: 
1 00) writes in his article about fate in Chinese folk ideology, fate is "a life-long thing, 
and thus can both be immutable and encompass what are sometimes wild shifts in 
fortunes". It is something covering an "entire life", instead of a "small piece of 
destiny". Therefore, fate submits to describe the general situation of a person's life 
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and it is hard to say what a person's fate is until that person dies. Different from fate, 
fortune refers to a certain period of time within the person's lifespan. It is more likely 
to be referred as 'luck' in western concept. It is the power that controls the results of 
people's actions in daily life. It can sometimes consider as the constraints and 
advantages a person obtained from his/her living environment. One of Auntie Fa's 
clients, Mrs. Chow, who is a housewife in her middle age, has an explicit 
clarification on fate and fortune by explaining the usage of 'good fate' and 'good 
fortune'. When a woman is born in a rich family, receives good education, marries a 
good husband, gives born to sons and her children are all filial. We say that she has a 
very good fate. When a person wins a prize on lucky draw, we say that he is lucky or 
he has good fortune, instead of good fate. 
Auntie Fa also gives comments on the distinction between fate and fortune. 
For example, when we say that a person has a bad fate, it means that slhe likely has 
to face many difficulties in his/her whole life. However, it does not tell us if slhe will 
have troubles today or within the next three months. People who have good fate may 
also get in troubles in sometimes. Fortune (wan) is then used to clarify the 
unexplained. In most of the time, fate is powerful than fortune and fortune is derived 
from fate. If fate is the starting point and the ending of a fixed journey, fortune will 
be the paths led to the end of that journey. However, instead of fully controlled by 
fate, fortune is also influenced by the person's own personality and his/her 
philosophy of life. A person who has a bad fate may likely to have bad fortune too. 
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However, if s/he is an optimistic and decent person, he will still treasure his/her own 
life and at the same time, tries to help other people pass their difficulties. Because of 
his/her own good deeds, s/he will gradually obtain good fortunes to her/his life. 
Therefore, fortune is selectivity and can be improved. 
Although many people believe that ones cannot change their fate, General 
Lok had explained to me that in deed we can, yet, different from fortune, it requires 
one's own strong faith in Buddhism and strength to do well: 
I can use fung seoi, magic or charms to help people change their 
fortune to avoid bad things happened to them, however, I cannot help them 
change their fate. I do not have the power and I do not want to do it. It is 
because a person who has committed many sins will be punished to have a 
bad fate in his next life. It is the principle of retribution for sin. Retribution 
for sin is the law of nature and the law to everything. To change one's fate 
will need to break the law of retribution for sin. It needs extreme power to do 
it and is very dangerous .... However, one can change his own fate by doing 
secret good deeds ( ~ 1~) and practising Buddhist conduct. Through 
sacrificing oneself for the others and following the path of Buddha, one can 
break away from the suffering of reincarnation and retribution for sin and 
enter the Western Paradise (rz§}Jt~~tltW ). 
Therefore, to change one's fate, one is required to cultivate his moral conduct 
and accumulate virtues. With the discussion, it is clear that although fate and fortune 
in Chinese culture are said to control people's success and failure, people still have 
the opportunity and ability to manage their own life with their own wills. 
Although most of Auntie Fa's clients have similar interpretation on fate and 
fortune with Auntie Fa's, there are still some varieties. For example, some of my 
informants do not consider that fate (meng rip-) and fortune (wan~) are different. 
They think that they are the same thing and it can be changed from time to time 
through one's own power or through outer supernatural power (such asfung seoi and 
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sorcery). "Meng wan is holding in one's own hand, one's future depends on one's 
attitude towards his/her life and career", Miss Yueng replies when I ask her the 
reason she comes to visit Auntie Fa for fortunetelling. "I have to know what will 
happen in the future so that I can prevent misfortunes and obtain more luck." 
For those who realize the difference between meng and wan also try to invent 
new meanings adapted from the modem ideology for the terms. Instead of 
emphasizing the terms with one's horoscope, good or bad deeds and the cycle of 
reincarnation, they illustrate meng as the innate condition of a person in competing 
with others in the society. A person who is said to have a good meng may imply that 
his innate condition for the competition is strong. Contrast with meng, wan is said to 
be a person's own achievement in the society and is controlled by the person 
him/herself. People who are born in rich family may become beggars if they wallow 
in sensual pleasures and do nothing in cultivate their own career. People can be born 
in a poor family and become millionaires if they work hard and keep his/her own 
faith and confidence. Therefore, one's wan is more important than meng and to create 
one's good wan, one should work hard and learn more about the world. In this 
version, the good and bad deeds factor is rarely mentioned. Some of the believers, 
especially the young believers, have also even linked them with scientific study. Fot 
example, one of my informants, Alice, a 27 year-old senior merchandiser assumes a 
very interesting concept by linking fate with genetic codes. She says: 
I think that fate is similar to what we call DNA nowadays, but it is 
more than that. Like DNA, our fate determines our sex, appearance, 
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intelligence, talents, health condition and personality. These elements will 
then influence our future development. DNA and fate are predestined; 
however, if we work hard, we can still change our future and get what we 
want. I had seen weak people become strong after they had done many 
exercise and taken up healthy diet. I had also seen people who are born in 
very poor family become successful entrepreneurs. Therefore, I think that 
DNA and fate only represent our congenital potentials. They are not 
unchangeable ... 
By linking fate with the scientific concept of DNA, Alice seems trying to 
reduce the supernatural elements of this traditional term and make it becomes more 
rational and acceptable to the modern secular ideology. 
Calculating Fate (Syun Meng lJ$) 
Through observing Auntie Fa's clients' opinions, it is significant that even 
though they have different interpretation on the notions of fate and fortune, people 
are eager to know what their fate and fortune are. Although fate and fortune are said 
to be predestined, they do not lead to total fatalism (Harrell 1987; Gates 1987; 
Hatfield 2001 ), which indicates a "repudiation of a controlling orientation to the 
future in favor of an attitude which lets events comes as they will" (Giddens 1991: · 
11 0). In his article 'The Concept of Fate in Chinese Folk Ideology', Steven Harrell 
(1987: 107) refutes the nature of fate in ordinary Chinese ideology as purely _ 
fatalism by indicating the popularity of calculating fate (fate figuring) among the 
Chinese people. He assumes that fate is a "hegemonic concept, an idea that both 
gave justification to rule of the current elite and provided petty-capitalists (and 
perhaps much of the peasantry as well) with the hope of social mobility within the 
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existing system". It reinforces the worth of entrepreneurial values by explaining the · 
failure to achieve success with traditional virtues of hard work, thrift and frugality. 
By knowing that fate is predestined and immutable, people try to "operate as 
intelligently as possible within the bounds that fate has already set out" (ibid: 1 00). 
"I think fate is predestined and immutable. However, I think we can still do 
something to reduce misfortune and gain good luck," says Mr. Wong, a middle-aged 
businessman who visits Auntie Fa regularly to discuss his business plan. "With 
General Lok's help, I can know when will be the best time for an investment. If 
General Lok tells me that I will have bad luck this month, I will try to avoid 
arranging any important business meetings or oversea trips, except those are . 
necessary. It is because the bad fortune may likely cause me failure and dangers. If I 
know that I will receive good fortune this year, I will not hesitate to put my money 
in investment, because I know that I will earn it back very soon." Mr. Wong sees 
calculating fate as a kind of useful information and advice for him to set up his 
business plan. In this way, he is more like an opportunist than a fatalist. 
Like Mr. Wong, many Auntie Fa's clients ask for the service of calculating 
fate even though they are not disturbed by certainty and misfortunes. They consider . 
that even though fate is predestined, they still want to know about it so that they can 
prepare themselves for a better future. Several of my informants consider that they 
just want to know about it, consulting calculating fate can make them feel 
comfortable and enjoy peace of mind, coming to terms with Clifford Geertz's (1973: 
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99-1 04) interpretation of the "problem of chaos". In his article about fate, Donald 
Hatfield (200 1: 871) concludes that fate "is not a power of a determined order, but 
something that counterpoises chaos and order to show how certain outcomes 
become ineluctable." Fate is one of the notions giving people meanings and order 
for their life experience. 
Therefore, people come to visit Auntie Fa when they face uncertainties and . 
crisis, so that they can find out the reason for their failures and disasters. Like Zande 
witchcraft, the practice of calculating fate is used as a kind of "post-hoc 
rationalization" (Harrell 1987: 1 03). It explains the causes of the misfortunes, 
helping people find the 'scapegoats' for personal failure and regain order for their 
life. It provides an attempt to "act outside of the determination imposed by a given 
situation, whether that situation is a failing business, the rigors of field research, or a 
strained relationship" (Hatfield 2001: 871 ). People who know that they have bad · 
fate do not only want to know their future, they also demand Auntie Fa to help them 
negotiate their hardship. Even though fate is immutable, there must still be other 
ways to at least improve it. For example, Mrs. Lee has been declared by Auntie Fa 
to have a bad fate due to her lunar birthday. However, once she faces uncertainties 
and difficulties in her life, she comes to consult Auntie Fa for solutions. "Everyone 
will face good times and bad times throughout her life. When you face your bad 
times, you can't just sit there and do nothing. You have to eat and your family has to 
live. You have to do something to improve your situation," she explains. "Auntie Fa 
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helps me prevent bad things happened during my bad time. If I can't change my fate, 
at least it will not be the worst." 
The Causes of Bad Fate 
In most of the time, people come to seek Auntie Fa for help when they face 
uncertainties and misfortunes in their life. Auntie Fa tries to satisfy their need by 
offering different explanations and solutions for the causes. According to Auntie Fa's 
opinions, the notion of fate is associated with Chinese people's beliefs in Buddhist 
reincarnation (fffijiJm,Wt!t) and retribution for sin (jan gwo bou jing IZ95f!:¥~JJ!), as 
well as the Chinese traditional moral orders. For example, people who had done 
many bad things and had not expiated all their sins in their past life will have to 
repay their debt in the next life. People who are guilty of the most heinous crimes 
will reborn as animals. Those who can be reborn as humans have to live a harsh life 
until they pay back all their debts to people they had owed in their last life. therefore, 
children who spend away family fortune or die young and give no recompense to 
parents for bringing up will be called tau zaai gwai (ai{-;i), the ghost who asks for 
payment of debt from the parents. One of my informants even tells me that if the 
parents have owed the children money in the last life, the children will become 
extravagant and spend all their parents' money in this life. If the parents always bully 
the children in the last life, the children will be aggressively disobedient to their 
parents in this life. 
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It is said that gods and goddesses who had done something wrong in Heaven 
will be punished to descend to the earth. There s/he will usually live a difficult life as 
a way for cultivating her/his path. Auntie Fa's deceased daughter is said to be a 
goddess in Heaven in her last life. She had damaged Goddess the Queen Mother's 
(r-BJY~Y~), the Queen of Heaven, favorite plants in the garden and made the 
Goddess very angry that she punished her by making her to be reborn as a mortal and 
to experience the suffering of man. 
Although fate seems to be an individual matter, in some cases, it also links 
with the whole family as a unit. As Charles Emmons mentions, "karma was also 
conceived as a family matter built up over a chain of lives" (1982: 19), the good and 
bad deeds of the parents or the ancestors will have direct influence on their 
descendants' fate. Therefore, a person who has done many good things may also live 
miserably due to the debts his parents or ancestors had committed. One of my 
informants tells me a story about one of her aunties who had intentionally murdered 
her husband's first wife and son by putting poison in their food. Because of her ill 
doings, her husband and children (two boys and a girl) had all died unnatural deaths37. 
My informant comments that the husband died because he let his second wife to do 
the evil things. This is his karma. However, the couple's sin had been transmitted to 
their children and made them all have a miserable fate. Therefore, one could not have 
37 It is said that the woman's husband died of snakebite when he was working in his farm. Her 
youngest son was born with skin disease and died when he was ten. Her daughter had been rejected by 
a man she loved and had committed suicide when she was eighteen. Her elder son had lived normally 
until one day he was killed in a car crash in the city during his twenties. 
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evil ideas or do bad things on others, or he and his family will receive misfortunes. 
The Causes of Misfortune: 
After observing the consultations between Auntie Fa and her believers, 
certain factors are believed to have more influence on people's fortune. The most 
common for people to have a bad fortune is that their horoscope is against the year, -
the month or the day. For example, a person who is born in the year of the Rooster 
will be more easily to have bad luck in the years of Rooster and Rabbit, since the _ 
god Taai seoi (:*~) who supervises the year will investigate the good deeds and 
bad deeds of these people and give them certain punishments (as bad luck) if he find 
that they had done some bad things. People who are born in the year of Snake and 
Pig are soeng cung (if§19=J), while people who are born in the year of Snake and 
Monkey are soeng hak (if§Slll). Soeng cung and soeng hak mean that people's -
horoscopes are hostile to each other; they will cause bad luck to one another if they 
stick together38. 
The other common factor for causing misfortune to a person is related to bad 
fung seoi. "Fung seoi" (}00.71<., also known as feng shui) means wind and water in 
Chinese. It is a "technique to harmonize the cosmological characteristics of the time, 
38 Soeng cung (:f§1*) and soeng hak (;f§Jru): According to Chinese astrology, there are twelve animals 
symbolizing the Twelve Branches used to designate years in Chinese lunar calendar. Each animal befriends to 
several others and is hostile to the others. If two people whose year of birth (the two animals) is hostile to each 
other, which means that they will bring bad luck to each other. Or if one of them is stronger, the stronger one 
(sometimes, even without his notice) will cause danger to the weaker one. When a astrologist says that the two 
animals are soeng cung (;f§1*) or soeng hak (;f§Jlll), it means that their Chinese astrology (the animal which 
represents their birth) is hostile to each other. However, soeng hak (;f§Jru) is more serious than soeng cung (;f§1*). 
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the landscape, and individual people" (Well er 1987: 14 7) and has its origins from 
Taoism. It is a very popular traditional practice in Hong Kong. Although not every 
Hong Kong people consults fung seoi masters, most of them at least know some 
knowledge on it, such as the Chinese horoscopes, palm and face reading, . 
fortunetelling and landscape viewing, etc. In Chinese astrology,fung seoi is the most 
effective and quickest way to change a person's fortune. Therefore, it is the third 
important thing in determining a person's success. Fung seoi includes the residences 
of the living (~~) and the residences of the dead (~~), that is the place for the 
dead people to live in. It refers to the ancestors' graveyard. Both of the residences 
need goodfung seoi. With goodfung seoi for the residence of the living, people can 
gain luck and harmony for themselves and their clan members. Being buried oneself 
at a good fung seoi place can gain good fortune and prosperity for their descendants. 
If we say that good fung seoi brings good fortune, bad fung seoi will definitely bring 
bad luck or even misfortune to a person and his/her clan members. Mrs. N g tells me 
how her greedy relative had changed the fung seoi of their ancestor's graveyard in 
order to gain good luck for her own family. She says the result of the alteration has 
caused the fall of the family clan, the death of many young descendants (including 
her own son) and the eventually harsh life for the clan members. Therefore, fung -
seoi is a very important factor in influencing a person's fortune. 
Apart from fung seoi, witchcraft and sorcery are the other factors that can 
cause misfortune to a person. In the book Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the 
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Azande, anthropologist Evans-Pritchard (1976) shows how witchcraft is used by the 
Zande people to explain misfortunes and to absorb latent hostilities. He considers 
that people who are accused of being a witch are always people whom the victims 
know and have arguments with. The mangu inside the witch is said to be "cool" at 
the normal time. However, when s/he feels angry and jealous of someone, the 
mangu will then leaves the witch's body at night and harms the victims, causing 
them misfortune or even death. In China, witchcraft is also used to explain · 
misfortunes. However, in the global society where human and economic network 
becomes extremely broad and complicated, unknown people may also have ill _ 
feelings towards the victim, especially in the commercial field. For example, one of 
Auntie Fa's believers is said to be bewitched by some defeated applicants who are 
angry and jealous of his success in getting the job through personal connections. She 
calls it as people's zeoi zau (D_fi5-E). They think that it is unfair to them; thus, they 
curse him to have bad luck and cause him misfortune, making him fail in his · 
mission and his boss start to dislike him. In this case, the identity of the witches is 
anonymous. Instead of the mangu inside the witch, people's ill feelings and cursing . 
are capable of causing misfortune to the victims. 
Moreover, sorcery is another factor that will affect a person's fortune. Auntie 
Fa tells me that sometimes when competition is keen between two parties, people 
may also hire skilled sorcerers (Auntie Fa addresses them as gong wu seat si 1I$)3fiftr 
±) to cast spell and sorcery on their competitors and even relatives. And since the · 
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sorcerers are professionals in controlling supernatural power and people need to pay 
for the services, the effect of sorcery on the victim is powerful and wicked. People 
who had been enchanted will experience great dangers or even death. During my 
observation, one General Lok's believers, Mr. Lam whose factory in China had 
experienced financial difficulties, was robbed and hurt by a robber in Guangzhou. · 
He went to the hospital for checking the cuts only to learn that he had early stage of 
liver cancer. With this series of misfortunes happening in a month, Mr. Lam came to 
seek help from General Lok and was declared to be bewitched by his Chinese 
commercial enemies with sorcery (in Cantonese General Lok addresses it as zing 
(gu) ~(A) and in Hokkienese as choe khio {fa~). According to General Lok's 
opinions, the commercial enemies intentionally want to use sorcery to cause him 
misfortune and kill him. Apart from witchcraft and sorcery, ghosts are also other · 
elements, which will cause people bad luck and misfortune. The reason for the 
ghosts to disturb humans is often because they demand something from the living, 
thus, they cause the victims bad luck or misfortunes to get their attention. 
These are the most common factors that are used to explain bad luck or 
misfortunes happening to a person. However, people who suddenly come across 
series of misfortunes may not know which factor is causing him problems. 
Therefore, supernatural experts will be called to uncover the factors. Some ask help · 
from the fung seoi masters, some consult the fortunetellers, others, like General 
Lok's believers, hire shamans for advice. Through the God or the ghost's power, a 
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shaman or a man mai po can help their clients find out the sources of their bad luck 
and provide suitable solution for solving the problems. 
4. The Identity of the Shaman 
Although Auntie Fa is a shaman, she usually calls herself as a sing ma (~ 
~~~), in Hokkienese si an -m a, meaning 'witch'. She clearly sets herself apart from 
shamans who know san gung (t$J}J) or fu gei (tJ(tiL) and the Hong Kong style 
shamans man mai po (Fn~*~). She assumes that she does not perfonn in any 
temples or shrines (like the shamans of san gung or fu gei) and it is the gods 
possessed in her body that provides her the power to perform magic, instead of 
ghosts (like the man mai po ). Thus, she is distinguishable from the other categories. 
However, not all clients agree with Auntie Fa's classification. During my interviews, 
most of General Lok's clients cannot identify Auntie Fa's identity clearly, even 
though they know that she has supernatural power derived from the deity, which 
possesses her. They address her as Mrs. Yeung, since it is the title written on her 
name card, or just General, since General Lok is a general in the Chinese pantheon. 
The Hokkienese believers usually address Auntie Fa as a tangki or ki-kha (tiLJJ{J~) in 
Hokkienese. Some believers, especially the Cantonese, think that Auntie Fa is a man 
mai po, since she can communicate with ghosts. Others suppose that she is a great 
physician (san ji :f$1i, in Hokkienese sfn-i), as she is famous for her ability of 
healing any kinds of illness. People who come to ask for the service of calculating 
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fate will include Auntie Fa into the category of fortunetellers or fung seoi masters. 
People who have learn the Buddhist teachings from Auntie Fa and General Lok 
respect Auntie Fa as the person who follows the Buddha (ganfat ge jan ~N{~~A). 
Despite the various interpretation of the shaman's identity, the blurred 
boundary of Auntie Fa's occupation allows the clients to construct the identity and 
the role of Auntie Fa according to their own experience with people who had similar 
supernatural power. Through this reinterpretation, the clients make Auntie Fa 
familiar with their own cultural and religious background, thus, reducing their 
skepticism towards the shaman's power and ability. That is part of the reason why 
Auntie Fa has such a diverse group of believers. 
Facing different understandings of the supernatural, most of the time, Auntie 
Fa will not prohibit their clients from sticking to their own faith. She believes that 
people have their right to choose their beliefs. When mentioning followers' belief in 
Gwaan gung, as Auntie Fa says, 
We Buddhists aren't like the baai soeng dai ff _t * (the 
Christians). We respect other religious teachings and admit their 
applicability to their believers. Every religion, which asks its followers to 
do good things and avoid bad intentions, is a good religion... People 
worship Gwaan gung for safety, good luck and prosperity. If they feel better 
after making offerings to the deity, then Gwaan gung is efficacious. If 
people begin to do good things for the others after believing in Gwaan gung, 
then Gwaan gung is a real god for them. It is no good to tell a person that 
Gwaan gung is not a god. If s/he strongly believes in it, it is difficult to 
persuade him/her to turn away from his/her faith. Arguing with him/her will 
only harm one another's relationship (soeng wo hei 1~f0~). Some people 
try to seek help from gods when they are facing anxiety and sadness. They 
feel at ease when they think that they are protected by God and that they 
can obtain safety and prosperity from them. If worshipping a false god or 
performing fake supernatural activities can provide the believers with the 
same help, then it is not a bad thing to do, unless the practices may cause 
harm and danger to the believers ... 
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Therefore, although Auntie Fa occasionally explains the knowledge of the 
supernatural to her clients and sometimes point out their misunderstanding on it, she 
rarely argues with them for which interpretations are the ultimate truth. Instead, she 
tends to give her clients advice according to their understanding of the supernatural 
world and the ideas of deities. I will examine this characteristic in the next chapter 
for more discussion. 
Conclusion 
When we try to understand the meaning of shamanism, it is important to have 
a clear picture of the general ideology that supports its religious and magical practice. 
As shamanism combines with the phenomenon of Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism 
and other local religions to become a unique form of practice used to communicate 
with the spiritual world, it is useful for us to understand the traditional beliefs of the 
Chinese supernatural world before we can go deeply into the analysis. During his 
study in the Trobriand Islands, Bronislaw Malinowski described how the local people 
used magic on the open sea but not in the inner lagoon to indicate that although 
magic is "objective", but it is "subjective" true to the actors (Tambiah 1990: 81 ). It is 
a "definite and practical technique" which served to "bridge over the dangerous gap 
in every important pursuit or critical situation" (Malinowski 1954: 90). For 
Malinowski, although magic and religion are different, as magic is created to 
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increase people's "powers of practical control" and the religion is born out of "real 
tragedies of human life, out of conflict between human plans and realities" 
(Malinowski 1931: 45), both of them have the function to reduce uncertainty and 
anxiety in people's life, giving them senses of control and confidence. It seems that 
the use of shamanism by Auntie Fa both reduces people's uncertainty in their life and 
it explains the misfortune that has happened. Thus, the verification that man has an 
immortal soul and that death is not the end of the human journey arises, perhaps, is 
the main sources of religious belief (Malinowski 1931: 45). Fate, fortune, witchcraft 
and sorcery are created to be the scapegoat for explaining the cause of the death. By 
asking her clients to follow the rule of Buddha and the good path, Auntie Fa and 
General Lok reinforce the social values to her believers and in some ways, support 
the social order of a society. 
The construction of the spirit world may be ascribed from the human needs 
and it fulfills the individual requests, yet it is also a product of the society. It is 
obvious that the Chinese spirit world is in many ways familiar with their living 
society. When anthropologist Emile Durkheim comments on the belief of totemism 
in his book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1995), he indicates it as a social 
fact and admits its social function. It arises out of the nature of social life and reflects 
the shared moral values of the society. It is the society in a ritualized form, the 
collective force of society existing over and above the individual. Thus, religion is 
the projection of society in which shows how the collective consciousness (the moral 
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collectivity) affects the individual consciousness (1995: 224). He furthers his 
analysis by concluding that God is the society and ones worship of God is, in fact, 
worshipping the social order itself. Although the limitation of Durkheim 's 
explanation of religion attributes from his supposition of the society as a 
"homogeneous entity" (Morris 1987: 122), where every person in the society is for 
all important purpose alike with the same statuses, duties and roles (Bowen 2002: 8), 
his assumption of religion is the projection of society reflects the characteristics of 
Chinese supernatural world in some extents. Although there are exceptions, the 
Chinese pantheon demonstrates and supports the earthly bureaucratic systems and 
the life in the underworld is a reflection of the life in the living world. The reward 
and punishment of reincarnation promote the social values and morals in a society, 
which has the intention to stabilize the social order. 
It is noticeable that the Chinese popular religion has a great flexibility in its 
interpretation. The result is caused by the lack of either a "shared orthodoxy" or a 
"consistent and unified system of ruling ideas" (Shahar and Well er 1996: 31 ). 
Therefore, although there is a general framework of the supernatural world in China, 
the expressions of the Chinese supernatural of General Lok' s believers also show 
that the variation of the belief exist due to the fact that the believers are coming from 
diverse religious, social, educational and political groups. They construct their 
interpretations through their own experience, demand and influence from their 
community and the popular culture. As Meir Shahar and Robert Weller mention, 
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The unmanageable nature of this set of (religious) ideas has given 
Chinese popular religion the power to adjust radically new kinds of social 
conditions ... change without transformation has been easy for popular 
religion largely because the lack of tight controls on interpretation and the 
creative tension inherent in Chinese gods kept the doors open. This allows 
the disorganized unity of Chinese religion to continue, vital and familiar, 
under social systems as radically different as late imperial China, capitalist 
Taiwan, and the socialist People's Republic of china (ibid) 
Hong Kong was a colony of Britain. Later, it develops into a global city; thus, 
the citizens have the opportunity to experience cultures and beliefs that are different 
from the Chinese. However, the characteristics of Chinese popular religion allow it 
to follow the changes of the society easily and provide itself with the ability of 
adaptation. The new knowledge and teaching from foreign and modem values in 
other cultures do not really weaken the influence of the traditional Chinese religious 
belief; instead they are absorbed into it to form a more complex and representable 
picture of the Chinese supernatural world relating with the modem society. For 
example, the underworld described by General Lok and Auntie Fa has been, on one 
hand, full of the spirit of the Chinese traditional religious beliefs. Yet, on the other 
hand, it has evolved to a modem one. Although not all the the clients agree with their 
interpretation, the combination of the traditional and modem elements indicates a 
case of the adaptation of the traditional religious beliefs to the modem society. 
Although Hong Kong is a global city, 95 percent of its people are still Chinese. 
Therefore, even though the citizens are influenced by the other foreign cultures, in 
some extents, the Chinese culture is still in a dominant status. The knowledge of the 
Chinese supernatural has descended from the parents to their children through ritual 
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practices and oral literature. With the reinforcement of the belief from mass media, 
movies and television programs, there is a general idea of the Chinese supernatural 
world planted in people's mind. However, General Lok's believers' expression of the 
Chinese supernatural also show that varieties still exist due to the fact that they are 
coming from diverse religious, social and political groups. They construct their 
interpretations through their own experience, demand and influence from their 
community and the popular culture. It is why the Chinese supernatural has interacted 
with the western religion and the modem values. According to Meir Shahar and 
Robert Weller's (1996: 30) opinion on the variation of Chinese popular religion, it is 
a clear phenomenon that the great flexibility is caused by the "lack of central 
institutions capable of controlling religious interpretation". However, the wild 
variation is still drawing on a set of general themes, shared ambiguities, and common 
tensions. What people share is "a set of unruly ideas built around related social 
experiences of power, a disorganized palette of possibilities that is (was) always 
ready to break out in different direction" (ibid: 22). Therefore, even though people 
may have different agreements on the detailed construction of the world, they can still 
recognize the characteristics of the three worlds (the heaven, the living world and the 




The Construction of the Shaman's Efficacy: 
The Interpretation and Reinterpretation of 
Cultural Symbols 
One day, a man who had difficulties on operating his business came to ask 
Auntie Fa to find out who was cursing him and causing him misfortune. Auntie Fa 
used her hand to touch the man's forehead for a minute, and then she told him that 
one of his business competitors was envious of his success, thus, he employed a 
master to curse him. Auntie Fa helped the man remove the curse by gently touching 
his forehead and chanting the Buddhist sutra. After that, Auntie Fa gave the man an 
amulet for protection and encouraged him by promising him that his business would 
revive soon. After observing the incident, I was amazed by how easy the man got 
satisfied with Auntie Fa's solution for his problem. There was no dramatic shamanic 
performance; it seemed like even as an outsider of shamanism as I could manage to 
perform it. Then, what were the main factors that distinguish a real shaman from 
normal people like me? 
The Efficacy of the Shaman 
To my surprise, many of Auntie Fa's clients reply that they do not know how to 
make a distinction, but they can figure out which shaman is more efficacious (in 
Cantonese leng 11, in Hokkienese siit ~) than the others. One of them, an old 
Hokkienese lady who has followed Auntie Fa for over twenty years, mentions her 
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encounter with a questionable shaman. She tells me that that she had regularly visited 
a male shaman for almost five years until one day, the shaman began to raise the 
consultation fees and eagerly ask her to buy his religious jewelry, and she decided to 
stop going there. "I started to question his reputation after that. There was a time I 
even thought that he might be a fake shaman," says the old lady. Despite this, the old 
lady still believes that the shamanis is probably a real shaman, only he is less 
efficacious than Auntie Fa. 
The identity of the possessed deity does not seem to cause much effect on the 
issue, as General Lok, whom Auntie Fa derives her power from, is not a popular 
deity in the Chinese religious pantheon. Many of my informants (including Auntie 
Fa's followers who come from the village where the shaman lived when she was in 
the mainland China) admit that if Auntie Fa had not told them her story with the 
deity, they would not know who General Lok is, since they had not heard of him in 
the past. However, it does not hinder them from believing in the shaman's power. 
One of them, Mrs. Chan, considers that there are so many deities in heaven, it is 
logical that some of them may not be recognized by common people. Another 
informant, Mr. Cheung thinks that as long as General Lok is capable of solving his 
problems and helping him achieve success, it is not important whether he is a famous 
deity or not. 
After several discussions with my informants about the efficacy of a shaman, I 
find that several reasons repeatedly occur: 
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• Conspicuous success in consultation 
• Good reputation and well known among their group 
• Professional knowledge in supernatural phenomena 
• Honorable personality 
The order of the list only implies the frequency of the criteria appeared in the 
discussions, it does not indicate that people think that there is a priority relationship 
between the criteria. Shamans with great power may not be respected if they are too 
materialistic. In contrast, shamans with a good heart may not be appreciated if they 
always fail to solve the clients' problems. Therefore, we can say that the four criteria 
are all significant in determining a powerful shaman. 
1. Conspicuous Success in Consultation 
Auntie Fa is recognized as an efficacious shaman because she has conspicuous 
success in helping her clients solving problems. The most significant reason for the 
success is that Auntie Fa has profound understanding on the Chinese supernatural 
phenomena and customs; therefore, she can provide specific and thoughtful answers 
to explain the clients' anxiety. Moreover, she usually provides practical solutions for 
solving the clients' misfortunes. In his book Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among 
the Azande, Evans-Pritchard (1976) suggests that the witchdoctors in Azande use 
witchcraft as the scapegoat to explain the reason for the cause of a person's illness 
and misfortunes. However, in many cases, it is the medicines they used that perform 
the 'magic' of healing. Similar to the witchdoctors in Azande, Auntie Fa provides the 
spiritual explanation and prescription as psychotherapy to release the clients' anxiety 
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and worries. The practical solution is what really helps the clients in solving the 
harsh situation. However, the clients usually do not notice it. In most of the time, 
they just consider that it is Auntie Fa's shamanic power that has causing the reason. 
For example, Mrs. Chan, whose husband had faced a business downfall, came 
to ask help from General Lok because if the situation of her husband's company did 
not improve, they had to declare bankruptcy. Unable to find a solution for the 
problem, Mrs. Chan tried to use the supernatural power to activate her husband's 
luck. Therefore, she tried to find a shaman for help. 
Mrs. Chan: General Lok, I have listened to you to be patient, but my husband's clothing 
business is stili very bad. People just don't buy our clothes. What can I do? 
General Lok: I had told you that you (Rooster) and your husband (Rabbit)'s horoscopes 
are against this year. Therefore, it is inevitable that your business will lose 
money. Don't be afraid. You will get better in (lunar) September. I give 
you these charms to bum the bad luck away and make sure to perform the 
ritual in the morning on 15th (lunar) July. [The religious method of 
solution] 
Mrs. Chan: I am afraid that we cannot wait that long. 
General Lok: People like fashionable clothing, if you want to improve your sale, you 
should employ a fashion designer. 
Mrs. Chan: But we don't have that money. 
General Lok: Then, you should read more fashion magazines and be more aware of 
things happened around you. Do you hear that Disneyland is going to open 
in HK? I think you can gain opportunity from it. [Practical method of 
solution] 
In this case, Mrs. Chan has experienced bad business. Worrying that her 
husband may have to close down the company or even go bankruptcy, she is very 
upset and distressed. Although Mrs. Chan knows that the cause of her husband's 
business downfall may be due to the harsh economic situation in Hong Kong, the big 
competitions from other companies and the inappropriate management of the 
business by her husband. However, after failing to improve her situation by any 
. efforts, she begins to look for solution from the supernatural world. By suggesting 
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that Mrs. Chan and her husband's horoscope are against the year, Auntie Fa is trying 
to provide scapegoat for the business downfall to be a supernatural influence instead 
of personal fault and poor judgment. This helps to release Mrs. Chan from her 
anxiety and protects her self-esteem. Apart from this, Auntie Fa also tries to provide 
practical advice for her client by suggesting her to change her operation, such as 
employing a fashion designer or getting inspiration from famous cartoons. 
In another case, Miss W ong, who was once a clerk of a company has been fired 
by her boss and could not find any job for almost three months. She had faced a hard 
time and would like to get a job as quickly as possible. Therefore, not able to finding 
a job through normal channels, she came to seek help from General Lok. · 
Miss Wong: General Lok, I could not find a job for almost a month; I would like to 
know why and when I could find one. 
General Lok: It is very hard for you to find a job in these few months, because your 
horoscope is bad this year. You are a Rooster and this year is the year of 
Rooster, thus, you will have to face many difficulties. Take this charms 
[General Lok gives the woman some charms], it will protect you from bad 
luck and misfortune. [The religious method of solution] 
Miss Wong: But General Lok, when will I find a job? 
General Lok: Be patient. I will help you, don't be so nervous. But remember; don't try 
to depend on me totally. I can do nothing if you just sit and wait for a job. 
Try to read the job advertisement from newspapers and magazines. Go to 
the Labor Department (*I~) for registration. It can really help you. 
[Practical advice] 
(Then, General Lok picks up the phone, calls one of his clients, and asks her if she still 
needs a salesman for her shop. The client says that she still needs one. General Lok then asks 
Miss Wong to talk to the woman) [Practical method of solution] 
In this case, Miss Wong is facing a great uncertainty towards her life. She 
knows that she gets fired and cannot find a new one because Hong Kong's economy 
is bad and jobs vacancy is scarce. She is eager to find a way to end her misery. 
However, unable to solve her situation by herself makes her fall in chaos. At this 
point, Auntie Fa provides a psychological comfort to her client by suggesting a 
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reason for her misfortune in religious terms (her horoscope is against the year). She 
helps her find the scapegoat for her failure and thus tries to build up her confidence 
again. On the other hand, she gives her practical help by calling one of her clients 
who opens a fashion shop to accept Miss W ong as her employee. Therefore, Auntie 
Fa is trying to satisfy her client's both psychological and: physical need. 
Chinese Geomancy and the Changing of Bad Fortune 
It may be because of the increasing popularity of fung seoi in Hong Kong; 
General Lok is more and more emphasis on using the phenomena of Chinese 
geomancy in explaining his clients' situation. Therefore, some of the clients also 
consider that Auntie Fa is a fung seoi master. According to DeGroot (1897) 
description, afung seoi master (geornancer), 
Assumes all the airs of the literati and the gentry, dresses, as they do, 
in a long gown, wears a pair of large spectacles and awes his patrons by. 
Speaking a mystifying, learned jargon, and by apocalyptic utterances of 
which the ordinary Chinaman understands nothing About all their 
movements there is an air of classic decorum; and it is no wonder, 
therefore, that the masses regard the geomancers (fengshui masters) as 
fountains of wisdom, marvels of learning, capable of fathoming all the 
mysteries of heaven and earth (quoted from Weller 1987: 147) 
Although the modem fortunetellers remain as the knowledge holders of the 
mysteries of Chinese supernatural, they have evolved their image from traditional 
literati to be a fashionable professional of Chinese scientific knowledge and 
consultant in almost every aspect of life. Wang Jiafeng (1992) describes the new 
generation of the fung seoi masters, 
Most of the new generation of specialists have indeed received higher 
education or even studied in the New World, are well versed in logic, and 
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can fluently draw on a wide range of evidence from physiology, 
psychology, biology and even cosmology. They apply their training in 
academic logic to the study of fengshui, marshalling individual cases, 
drawing inferences and analyzing, and are quite able to expound their own 
pet theories (Wang 1992: 159) 
Many of the modernfung seoi masters are eager to appear on public mass media 
to promote their business and increase their fame. They teach ordinary people the 
knowledge ofjung seoi and explore their magical skills in front of the audience in the 
TV programs. Most of them also write books to let people know how to read 
horoscopes. Therefore, instead of a secret knowledge shared among the fung seoi 
masters and their apprentices, fung seoi has become a popular icon in Hong Kong 
society. Although not all the Hong Kong people know how to readfung seoi, they 
will at least know the meaning of the symbols and words. 
Auntie Fa's use of the fung seoi symbols in her consultation, therefore, makes 
her clients even more understandable for her supernatural suggestion and advice. 
Usually, after the clients telling General Lok their problems, General Lok will ask 
them for their horoscopes, so to know their fortune and decide whether their problem 
is cause by one's own fate and fortune, or it is cause by other factors, such as ghost 
or witchcraft. To let you know how General Lok manipulates the cultural symbols of 
the supernatural world and the Chinese geomancy in his consultation, I will try to 
describe and analyze a case about how General Lok helping his client to remove bad 
luck. 
Amy, a Cantonese speaking female client, ages 20s with her grandmother 
comes to see General Lok since the client has wanted General Lok to help her solve 
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her destined disaster (!}JI&_). 
Amy: General Lok, you need to help me. I have a very bad fortune these days. I had no 
idea why I always did things wrong in the company. I had double-checked on my 
work, but I kept forgotten to do this and do that. I really have no idea why I would 
be like that. My boss had scolded at me for my mistakes, he is bad. He threatened 
to fire me if I did things wrong again. Last month, I had first lost my purse, then 
someone stole my electronic dictionary and my cell phone suddenly broke down. 
General Lok, please help me. I am worried that my situation wi11 go worse. I 
know that I am a Rooster, will it be that my horoscope is violating the official of 
this year (jaan taai seoi ~8/t~), which is the year of Rooster, so that I face so 
many bad luck? I don't know please help me remove the bad fortune. 
General Lok: Don't be worry, I will help you. Your situation wil1 not be too bad. You 
see, (General Lok uses his hands to mimic two crowning to each other). The two 
roosters crowning to each other, they crowns and crowns. They both have fun. 
Therefore, they are not likely to hurt one another. However, they crown too hard, 
it will definitely harm their health. As a result, you have to take care of you body 
because you will be very easy to get sick, especially with respiratory illness. 
Besides, the two roosters playing with one another happily, so they forget to do 
their job and perform their duty. You need to work very hard; very hard to 
achieve success, because it is hard for you to concentrate this year. Moreover, 
you are likely to have bad relation with her colleagues. Tell me your horoscope . . 
Amy: 23 September 1981 at the hour ofzi (r). 
General Lok: Is it your lunar birthday? 
Amy: Yes. 
(General Lok checks the client's Horoscope in the Chinese lunar calendar book for a 
while) 
General Lok: Your horoscope is good, it's heavy enough. Children born in early winter 
are clever. Children born at hour of zi ( r) will be lucky. You will be a happy 
successful person in the future, if you keep working hard. If you are a boy, it 
will be even better. However, September is not a good month for you. I 
recommend you to change your birthday to 23 October. When you are born, 
your hand holds an arrow. Do you know what I mean? Every person is born 
with something holding in his/her hand. Some will hold a coin and others will 
hold knife or flower. The things held in their hand are the things they brought 
from their past life. So, people who had done well in their pat life may hold old 
in their hands. People who still have grievance in their heart may hold knife in 
their hand. For you, you hold an arrow in your hand and it will shoot your father 
(General Lok mimicking the action of shooting). It is why your father died 
when you were still very young. Am I right? Your father died when you were 
still young. 
Amy: Yeas. You are right. 
General Lok: When you grow up, the arrow will turn to your husband. Therefore, you 
may not have good marriage; you may hurt your husband or he will not love 
you and will divorce you. You don't have a boyfriend, do you? 
Amy: No, I don't have a boyfriend. 
General Lok: See. Your horoscope is harming your romance (~[ZSJ~). When you are 
going to get married, your mother-in-law may get take your horoscope to the 
fortuneteller and when he sees your horoscope, he will tell your 1nother-in-law 
that your horoscope is too tough and will hurt her son. Then, it will not be good. 
Therefore, I suggest you change your birthday. It will also help your 
relationship with other people. 
Amy: How can I do that? Once they see the birthday on my ID card, they will know 
that I am lying. 
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General Lok: If people ask you why your birthday is not the same with the birthday 
printed on your ID card, you can tell them that your grandmother has confused 
your birthday when she reported it to the authority in China. 
Amy: Can I change my birthday to other month, apart from October? 
General Lok: Which one do you prefer? 
Amy: January or December. 
General Lok: No. They are not good enough. October is the best choice. For now, your 
hard time will be in March, August and September (in lunar calendar). 
Since the problem is not too serious now (it is June at that time), I suggest 
you come back at August. You will have great trouble at that time. You are 
a girl and are still young. Therefore, you may not have the risk of getting 
charge in court. One the other hand, you may have the sign for blood (illi.]lG 
Z~) (which means that a person may have misfortune that leads him to 
injury). You may get injure and will see blood. However, let's talk about it 
when you come back at August. During this period of time, you will be 
fine. Be patient. You should take care of yourself. Have enough sleep and 
relaxation. I see you are too nervous these days. It will harm your body. 
Don't you know that? 
Amy: I know. Thanks for your caring. My job is heavy, but I will try to get more rest as 
you say . 
Later, Amy comes back to visit General Lok on late July. General Lok greets Amy and 
he asks for her name and horoscope. He then takes out a yellow charm and writes the 
woman's name on the it with cinnabar (*:0_1; ). After that, he takes out three other charms, 
which are different from the first one and give all these to Amy. He asks her to perform the 
ritual of changing fortune at around 5:OOa.m to 7:OOa.m on 1st August. He asks her to first 
tell the deities in her house that it is General Lok who would like to help her avoid bad luck. 
He then asks her to use the charms to brush her front for four times and her back for three 
times. After that, she should bum the charms and throw the ash at the staircase outside the 
house. After that, General Lok helps the woman to drop down the notes. When he notes that 
Amy is watching him writing the instruction, he playfully asks her, "My writing is beautiful, 
isn't it? They (the other clients) ail say that my writing is beautiful." Amy laughs with 
General Lok and admires his writing. After that, she takes the charms and thanks to General 
Lok before she leaves. 
Like the other cases, this case shows how General Lok interprets the clients' 
misfortunes through the supernatural realm. The consultation provided by the 
shaman is full of religious symbols and metaphor. The interpretation and solution 
provided to the client portrays the shaman's high creativity. However, the dramatic 
expression has to be within the Chinese cultural domain. Otherwise, the power of the 
shaman cannot be activated. Amy must have at least recognized some of the basic 
assumption of the cultural symbols used by General Lok, or she will not understand 
the shaman's words and behavior. Therefore, it is clear that the shaman and her 
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clients share a similar cultural language. Failing to get one's own self-esteem from 
her own harsh career, Amy thinks she is alienated and is very nervous about her 
situation. When she comes to seek help from General Lok, perhaps, not willing to 
admit one's own failure, she is assuming that her hard time cannot be explained by 
common sense or practical knowledge, therefore, she tries to get the answer and 
solution from another area, a supernatural realm. By explaining the Amy's harsh 
situation as experiencing a bad fortune, General Lok is finding a scapegoat for the 
client's personal failure and limitation, and at the time, meets her expectation of a 
paranormal cause. Through this, he tries to rebuild Amy's self-esteem and 
confidence, which are important factors for Amy to escape from her depression and 
giving her the second choice to re-control her own life. Therefore, Amy is willing to 
believe in General Lok's explanation and follow what General Lok asks her to do. 
The operation of Healing: Mimicking the Cultural Symbols of Medicine 
Although Auntie Fa's healing rituals are dramatic and magical, in many ways, 
her healing consultation, in fact, has mimicked the cultural symbols of biomedical 
and traditional Chinese doctors to strengthen her efficacy. It can easily be detected 
from the routines of the conversation and interaction between the shaman and the 
clients. When people come to ask General Lok to heal their sickness, General Lok 
will first examine their body condition. For example, he will take the patient's puls~ 
(like the Chinese doctor does during the consultation); check the patient' s eyes and 
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throat. He then asks the patients to talk and tell him how they feel and think about 
their situation. If the patient says that he thinks that he has a cold, General Lok will 
check if he has a fever and ask him the symptoms of a cold to clarify the patient's 
words. After hearing the patients' conversation and examining the body condition of 
the patients, the shaman starts to identify and explain the illness to the patients. Then, 
he will give the patients medicine, mostly charms and sometimes prescription of 
herbal tea. When offering charms as medicine, General Lok usually gives the 
patients certain types of charms. Each type of charms has different functions in 
healing the illness and characteristic effect, thus, has to be taken in different methods 
and periods. After providing the medicine, General Lok will give the patients 
instruction on taking the 'drugs'. I will describe a normal medical consultation of 
General Lok to show my standpoint. 
One day, a 65 years old Hokkienese speaking old woman (I call her Mrs. Fung), 
who has eyes problem, comes to see General Lok. After Mrs. Fung sits on the seat 
next to consultation table, General Lok greets her with a smile. 
Mrs. Fung: General Lok, do you remember me? 
General Lok: Of course, I remember you. You've been a long time not coming to see 
me. I suppose you had forgotten me. 
Mrs. Fung: No. I haven't forgotten you. How can I do that? But I was somewhat busy · 
these days. 
General Lok: How is your day? 
Mrs. Fung: There are always troubles. 
General Lok: What's your problem? 
Mrs. Fung: It's my eyes. I can't see things clear these days. I feel like something is in 
my eyes blocking my sight. I'm afraid that I am having cataract ( B pg~f). 
General Lok: (taking Mrs. Fung's right pulse) let me see ... (Later, taking Mrs. Fung's 
left pulse). Your blood pressure is normal. Come closer. Let me see you eyes 
(Examining Mrs. Fung's eyes). Do you feel dizzy? 
Mrs. Fung: No. 
General Lok: Do you feel that you are always tired and do not what to eat? 
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Mrs. Fung: No. 
Mrs. Fung: I don't think you have cataract. Your pupil is clear. However, I think you 
have visual floaters (ffi;~1l(). Old people are easy to have it. 
Mrs. Fung: Visual floaters (ffi:~21l()? 
General Lok: Do you always see some small black dots or mosquitoes flying in front of 
your eyes? 
Mrs. Fung: Yes. Can you heal me? 
General Lok: Of course. Come here. 
General Lok then blows the old woman's eyes by imitating the sounds of flying 
mosquitoes. He does it for a while, then he imitates the action of taking out 
something from the old woman eyes, which I think it represents that 
General Lok is throwing away the sickness and disease in the old woman's 
eyes. 
General Lok: Do you feel better now? 
Mrs. Fung: I feel better now, but I think my left eye is not completely healed. 
General Lok blows her left eye again for a while. 
General Lok: how do you feel now? 
Mrs. Fung: Let me see .... I think my eyes had been cured. Thanks General Lok. 
General Lok: That's good. If you feel that your eyes still have problems, you can come 
to see me again, or you can go to a doctor. 
After that, General Lok takes out some charms (the one written with General Lok's 
name) from the drawer. He blows wind on each charm and folds it into a ball. 
He puts the charms into a red pocket. Then, he takes out other kinds of charms 
(charms written with General Lok's name and a sentence meaning 'having the 
world for the heaven'). He uses his right hand to knock on each charm, 
indicating that he is writing the prescription on every charm. Then, he folds 
the charms into small-bird like shape. After that, he puts one small bird near 
Mrs. Fung. 
General Lok: Use the mouth of the small bird to peck your eyes. The small bird will 
peck away the dirty things from your eyes. (Giving the charms rolled into 
small balls to Mrs. Fung) Open the charm and uses it to brush her eyes. Then, 
burn the charm and the small bird together and let the ash to fly away from the 
window. Take the two medicines twice a day. Your eyes will recover if yoti 
take all the medicine at the right time I command you. 
In the process of consultation, Auntie Fa has manipulated both the cultural 
symbols of (bio) medicine and religion to achieve her healing Apart from practicing 
her shamanic knowledge to solve clienf s problem, the shaman also takes up gestures 
from medicine she had learnt as her tools· for healing. Throughout the consultation, 
the Auntie Fa follows the step of how a doctor consults with her patients. Apart from 
adopting the behavior of a doctor, she also tries to use the medical terms to define the 
situation of patient and address the disease, such as blood pressure, cataract and 
visual floaters, to indicate the health standard of the patients. Yet, the shaman 
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provides her medicine with supernatural ·and religious phrases. The metaphorical 
ritual of taking out the disease and the use of charms portrays Auntie Fa's shamanic 
role with divine power and sets her apart from the normal doctors. 
According to Murphy Halliburton's analysis, the introduction of the modern 
biomedical psychiatry into the Indian society has leaded to the erosion of spirit 
possession. The homogenization of spirit and the use of psychological idioms are 
"interpreted as signaling and erosion of context and the ascendance of universal 
categories, which, according to some theorists, is a characteristic of 'modernity' 
(2005: 111 )." However, instead of seeing it totally as a case of local culture replacing 
by the modern and global ones. Rather, a hybridized product that is neither 
'indigenous' nor 'modern' (ibid: 138) is also produced from the process. It seems 
that similar thing has happened in the shaman consultation. By using the religious 
and shamanic techniques with idiom from the western and Chinese medicines in the 
consultation, Auntie Fa has indicated her treatment with an ambivalent, neither 
modern nor traditional, meaning. Yet, this image shows that the shamanism is a 
vibrant and ongoing system that continually adjusting it to accommodate the changes 
in the society. Being a shaman in a metropolis where different cultural phenomena 
coexist with one another, she has to be able to identify them and manipulate them 
into her own use. Among it, reconstruction and reinterpretation of cultural symbols, 
both modern and traditional, are needed in order to create the image of a reliable 
and powerful shaman. 
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2. Well Known among Their Group 
As Auntie Fa considers that duty of a shaman is to help the people, instead of 
showing off his/her power, she believes that shaman should work in private venue 
with an austere life and avoid exploration to the public awareness. However, she is 
still famous and well known in her community. One of the reasons is that her good 
reputation in consultation has been spread out by her clients. Calling it as a way to 
serve the deities and people, Auntie Fa has also frequently acted as the religious 
leader and the representative of her clients to participate in different kinds of, both 
public and private, religious activities. As I mentioned before in chapter two, Auntie 
Fa has remained good relationship with several temples and shrines. She becomes the 
medium between the religious organizations and her clients. On one hand, she 
provides information of the activities organized by different religious organizations 
to her clients and gives advice for them to take part in the ceremonies. On the other 
hand, she introduces potential clients to the religious organizations, such as clients 
who need to organize funeral or Buddhist blessing ceremony in exchange for 
religious materials and referral of clients in return. Therefore, she is well known as 
the religious 'middleman'. 
Auntie Fa has become the representative of one of Gun jam's shrines to take 
part in the festival of City God' s birthday (Sing wo,ng gung daan ~~~0~)39 • It is 
39 The Sek si sing wong bou din dung si wui CE11Mi~~~jf~j[~W{) in Hong Kong is a religious shrine 
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said that Auntie Fa has organized her clients to donate ten thousand dollars for the 
religious organization who prepared the festival ceremony. In order to thanks for her 
contribution, Auntie Fa has become the person who was responsible for carrying the 
altar of Gun jam (which is a show of honor and respect for Auntie Fa since only 
people with certain status can perform the act) during the tour of deity inspection. 
That day, she wore a brown Buddhist cassock over a black robe, which is the attire of 
Gun jam's senior disciples during ceremony, and led the other disciples at the front 
area of the parade. 
Apart from this, Auntie Fa also organizes her own religious activities and 
invites her clients to participate. For example, she organized a tourist tour with the 
manager of the Ten Thousand Buddha Temple and brought her clients to have a 
vegetarian meal with her in there. During the birthday of Gun jam, Auntie Fa also 
cooperates with the managers of the temples in South China Sea (1¥J$j) and the 
travel agent (which happens to be her son's travel agency) to organize four to six 
days tour to Zhejiang Province ('ftff1I) to give offering to the temples in Pou to saan 
It is obvious that Auntie Fa enjoys this kind of exposure. Her role as the 
religious representative of her clients to the other religious organizations gives her 
good reputation and fame among her community. It is especially true for the 
attributed to Hokkien city god. As an upstairs small shrine, It links with the Sek Si Hokkienese community 
organization and is supported by the people who came from the Hokkien reign of Sek Si. 
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newcomers to consider that fame implies powerness. As they had never witnessed 
the shaman consultation, what motivates them to visit Auntie Fa and not the other 
shamans is that they had seen her perform religious tasks in public religious rituals, 
which implies that Auntie Fa is famous and, thus, must be powerful. 
3. Professional Knowledge in Supernatural Phenomena 
During the consultation, Auntie Fa will use different religious symbols to 
provide satisfied answers for her clients. These religious symbols are familiar and 
remarkable to most of the Chinese people; hence, they are easily spotted and 
recognized. 
Although sometimes, the clients may disagree with the shaman explanation, 
due to the limited knowledge to the supernatural world and the eagerness for problem 
solving, most of them rarely try to argue with the shaman, and once the shaman's 
suggestion works out fine, they will forget their skepticism towards the shaman's 
interpretation. 
The Interpretations of Gun jam Puo saat (li!if~Ni) 
Auntie Fa is a disciple of Gun jam. With Auntie Fa's influence, most of General 
Lok's followers also believe in Gun jam's power. Yet, they have different 
understandings on Gun jam's origin, attribution and sexual appearance. Some of 
them develop their understandings on Gun jam through books and academic writings; 
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others obtain the information from their own social groups or even through the mass 
media. Miss Wong, a 32 years old manager who was a university graduate, tells me 
that Gun jam is a male Buddha borrowed from India, as she had read in the books. 
He is called the Gun sai jam (ID[tft.:g), in Chinese it means keeping aware of the 
voices of the world. It is because Gun jam has great mercy on us and always help 
people in distress C*~*1l ' ~Nfzlff). Whenever he hears the voices of the 
depressed, he will come down from heaven and transform into different forms to 
save and teach the sufferings. Since his name is like a female name and that he looks 
after peace, mercy and fertility in the world, which creates him with a more feminine 
image and has eventually been converted into a female god. 
Ms. Fu, an 85-year-old Hokkienese housewife who had discussed with me 
about the function of Gwaan dai (the God of Loyalty and Chivalry), tells me a 
general conception of the attribution of Gun jam within her village in Hokkien. Ms. 
Fu also considers Gun jam as a male Buddha and he is the brother of the Jade 
Emperor (~~*$). She tells me that in the past, many women, including the 
prostitutes, worship Gun jam for his ability of providing peace, wealth and fertility of 
a family. They give food, cloth, flowers and rouge as offerings to the Buddha and 
eventually dress him up like a woman with their offerings. People, who claim that 
had seen Gun jam's divine manifestation, describe the God in white long dress. Thus, 
many people convert Gun jam to be a female God. 
However, the most popular version of the attribution story considers that Gun 
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jam is in fact the third daughter of King Miu zong (YY#±.=E) in the south area of 
China. Her real name is Miu sin (YY~). Miu sin is an obedient and kindhearted child, 
who respects her parents, loves her sisters and cares about her people. However, her 
father and sisters are bad and always try to persecute her. At one time, King Miuzong 
wants his three daughters to get married, but Miusin refuses his request. He is very 
angry and tries to kill her. However, Miu sin is protected by the gods, thus, has 
escaped from any harm. At last, King Miu zong becomes sick and Miu sin sacrifices 
her eyes and one arm to heal her father. Her action touches the heaven. Thus, the 
Jade Emperor or the Great Buddha raises her to be a Buddha (or god), titling as the 
Gun jam Puosaat. Later, she also helps her father to become good again and to 
receive religious Enlightenment. 
The story of Miu sin is a famous version of the attribution of Gun jam in 
Chinese folklore. It shows how the three Chinese important religious philosophies 
Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism, coexist in portraying a religious story by 
showing a filial daughter saving her family members and inspiring her father to 
Enlightenment (Zhang 1992: 309). Many of my informants agree with this version of 
Gun jam's attribution since they had heard it from other people. However, one thing 
is interesting that when they mention the story of Gun jam, they usually refer to an 
old famous TV drama in the 80s called the Gun sai jam. The TV drama uses the 
folklore of Gun jam as its framework. Most of my informants adopt the story of Gun 
jam from the drama and view it as the origin of the story of Gun jam. It seems that 
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the mass media has played a relatively important role in shaping the image of Gun 
Jam. 
Julian, an 18-year-old Cantonese student who had followed her mother to seek 
General Lok's help for her study admits that she does not know much about Gun jam 
even though her mother has worshipped him/her. In her version, Gun jam is a prince 
who tries to follows Buddha's road to enlightenment. However, his father wants him 
to become the king of his kingdom, thus, he forces Gun jam to give up his will by 
burning the temples and killing the monks who try to take in Gun jam. However, the 
father's action cannot change Gun jam's determination, at last, Gun jam becomes a 
Buddha. His wife is very sad after hearing the news and is going to commit suicide. 
Suddenly, Gun jam appears in front of his wife and changes his appearance into a 
woman. He then tells her that all things in the world are illusive (l!fftxJ), except the 
way of Buddha. After that, Gun jam remains as female form to remind people the 
illusiveness of the world and he enlightens his family (including his parents and wife) 
to become Buddhists. Later, Julian informs me that she heard about the story in one 
of TVB's (Hong Kong's most popular television station) hit dramas the "Journey to 
the West" (E§~§c) in 1997. She agrees that the story is true and does not care if 
there is another version of the attribution of Gun jam. This incident again shows that 
the mass media have a great impact on shaping people's ideas and perceptions. 
Although these versions of Gun jam's personal history are different from one 
another, all of them try to solve the confusion on the sexual appearance of the deity. 
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As I ask the question, most of the informants know that there is an ambiguous 
identity of the deity. Thus, they try to adopt an explanation they think is relevant and 
rational for clearing their doubt, yet without having too much interest and intention 
to searching for the 'ultimate truth'. Therefore, for them, their version of the 
attribution of Gun jam is supposed to be true and the others' versions are also 
reasonable as explanations. A consistent and exclusive religious interpretation among 
people, who experience different cultural, social, political and educational 
backgrounds, is thus, difficult. 
Auntie Fa is sensitive to these differences and usually can provide the most 
popular versions of the stories to her clients. Sometimes, she will add new elements 
to the stories in order to make them sensible to any skepticism from her followers 
and the non-believers. Sometimes, she also tries to combines the characteristics of 
other stories into her own version. When asking Auntie Fa whether Gun jam is a 
male or female god, she tells me that Gun jam can be a male or a female god because 
s/he has many different appearances and forms when slhe comes down to earth and 
help the poor. However, she explains that Gun jam is originally a male god in 
Buddhism (Miss Wong' s version). Nevertheless, before that, he is an Indian prince 
who tries to follows Buddha's road to enlightenment (Julian's version). Gun jam 
always descends to the living world in different forms in order to fulfill his will of 
saving and inspiring the living people to enter the Western Heaven. At one time, he 
had reincarnated to become the third daughter of King Miu zong (fr!:f/Hr) in the 
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south area of China (Miu sin version) to save people and her parental father. In order 
to memorize and celebrate Gun jam 's contribution in that life, people started to 
worship Gun jam as a female god. Basing on the shared ambiguities and general 
themes and by combing and editing the varieties of the stories, Auntie Fa creates her 
own interpretation on the rise of Gun jam. 
The Religious Symbols and Images used in the Consultation 
• In the Trance 
After possessed by General Lok, Auntie Fa starts to have a meditation sitting 
(fi~). She rests her hands on the lap and places the palms on top of one another 
with the thumbs of the two hands met with each other. As General Lok explains, his 
hand movement is a Buddhist mudra that is known as the seal of sim ding40. It 
symbolizes the Buddha in a state of meditation, and is found only in seated images~ 
The whole body gesture of shaman is in the position of a normal Buddhist meditation 
to attach a state of complete cessation of thought. It illustrates that Auntie Fa has 
completely transformed to become General Lok and that he is ready to serve. 
After General Lok has possessed in Auntie Fa's body, the shaman begins to 
speak in a childish accent with clear pronunciation of Hokkienese, Cantonese or 
Mandarin. It is supposed to be General Lok's voice, since he died when he was still 
40 The Buddhist mudra (or fat sau jan {9t.:f-EP) is the hand and fingers movement practiced by the Buddhist 
during the Buddhist meditation. Usually, the Buddhist statue is crafted or painted with different mudra to express 
various Buddhism ideas. Different mudra has different meanings and functions. For more information, please see 
Saunders 1985. 
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very young. Although children have always been described as innocent, powerless 
and fragile in Chinese culture, child deities can still be seen in the Chinese pantheon~ 
The most famous one is Lei naa zaa (*D,Y~ot), a character in the Fung san }in ji (it 
t$i~~), a classic novel of Chinese gods and heroes. Although the story is about 
how a child grows up to become a responsible man, the images of the deity as an 
energetic child and warrior with great magic power over he adults impress many 
Chinese people. 
Therefore, even though General Lok is not a well-known deity in the Chinese 
pantheon, the clients are willing to accept him as a powerful deity even though he is 
only a child deity. He will shout to his clients when he is angry and impatient. He 
may also reveal the secrets of his clients in front of other people just to show his 
mightiness. Some of these situations are quite embarrassing. However, most of the 
clients interpret these as the naughtiness and naive of a child within a 'joking 
relationship" (Radcliffe-Brown 1965) rather than a sense of aggressiveness. 
Therefore, most of them can forgive General Lok's rudeness immediately. 
During my observation, a mother and her daughter come to find General Lok: 
The daughter tells General Lok that she will like to marry a man, but her mother 
refuses to let her do that. While the mother and the daughter are arguing with one 
another, General Lok suddenly tells the mother that the daughter' s father had come 
to see his daughter. He criticizes the mother as selfish and that he would like his 
daughter to marry the man she likes. The conversation raises confusion to the mother 
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and daughter, since the daughter's father is still alive. It is not possible for the soul of 
the father to speak in General Lok's house. General Lok then tells the mother that the 
man tells him that the father still alive is not the real father of his daughter. He is~ 
General Lok then asks the woman if she has love affair with other men even though 
she has gotten married. The mother is shocked by the question and she could not say 
anything but trembling. Later, the event of treachery is proved by the daughter. In 
order to break the embarrassment, the daughter asks General Lok not to tell the secret 
to her fictive father and then she brings her mother back home. 
However, even though General Lok has insulted the mother by exposing her act 
of treason in front of other people, the mother does not feel angry with the deity. This 
can be proved by the continuous visit of her to Auntie Fa's house after the incident. It 
is said that because the deity is possessed Auntie Fa, therefore, it is General Lok who 
is speaking to his followers, not Auntie Fa, during the consultation. The exposure of 
the secret affair is said to be General Lok' s idea, instead of the shaman's. Therefore, 
the more secrets he knows about his clients, the more powerful he is in front of his 
clients. It is because those are things 'only god knows what they are'. When General 
Lok is able to speak it out, he is very powerful then. However, it is still inappropriate 
for a decent deity to speak with other people' s secrets, only when the deity is a child, 
who is seen as innocent and naive in Chinese culture, this kind of accusation 
becomes fierce, but not too destroyable. Therefore, the client can still remain a stable 
relationship with the shaman. 
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• Charm and Joss Papers 
Charm (fu 1-4 or fu zau 1-45-E) is a also very important and the most frequently 
used devices of Chinese occultism. In General Lok's consultation, charm is also an 
important prescription used to solve clients' problems. The attribution of charm in 
Chinese history has a close relationship with Chinese ancient shamanism "mou" (&) 
and it is also greatly influenced by the disciplines of Buddhism, Daoism and other 
local religions. During the ancient time, the shamans (male shamans as hat ~.W. and 
female shamans as mou &) had a superior position in their society until the Shang 
Dynasty (f§j~Jj 1766-1 050BC). They held the right to access to the spirit world and 
charm is a system of language used to communicate with the heaven. Later, Daoism 
was attributed during the Han Dynasty, people wrote down the charm on paper and 
develop the charm papers (Huang 1991 ). There were two types of charm: one is zuk 
(ff!5L), which means to bless, and the other is zau (5-E), which means to curse. Charm, 
thus, has the power to help and harm people. 
All of General Lok' s charms are in yellow col or with red characters, which is 
the most common type of Daoist charm. Auntie Fa tells me that when she is in trance, 
General Lok will write down a several charms and ask her to make them as wooden 
blocks for printing. Auntie Fa will do the printing when she is free. However, I also 
see Ah Wa doing the job for his wife when she is helping her clients. Contrasting to 
the tangki mentioned in Elliott's book (1955: 56-57), blood is never used for creating 
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charms in any situation, since as Auntie Fa and some clients considers it as a-cha (in 
Hokkienese, meaning dirty and against hygiene). 
General Lok uses many different types of charms and each type of charm has its 
particular function and is used as a kinds of 'sympathetic magic' and 'contagious 
magic' (Frazer 1990), which the meanings of the word create the power of healing ot 
·exorcism and the shaman's touching and blowing of the charms also transfer her 
power to the paper. A small square size charm41 (6cm in length) printed with 
General Lok's name is used for dealing with general sickness and problems. A charm 
(8cm in wide and 13cm in length) printed with General Lok's name and a sentence 
meaning 'saving the world for the heaven' 42 (doi tin gau sai 1~7(~-t!t, is mainly 
used for healing stomachache. Since General Lok is a god, his name already has 
imitated his magic creates power. As Auntie Fa says, is mainly used for healing 
stomachache. Since General Lok is a god, his name already has imitated his magic 
creates power. As Auntie Fa says, "the evil spirits know the name of General Lok, 
thus, they are afraid of opposing him and will stop troubling the victims", so printing 
(writing) the name on papers can store the power of the deity inside the charm and 
release it when needed. 
Apart from these, a charm (also 8cm in wide and 13cm in length) printed with 
words "o~OifLOMfY\o5jDtf:"43 , which imitate the sound of the Sanskrit Buddhist siX 
41 Appendices 11: Appendix I 
42 Appendices 11: Appendix 2 
43 Appendices 11: Appendix 3 
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mantra or ''true words" (luk zi zan }in A+~~): en (o~), ma (rfi), ni (0~), ba (lY\); 
mei (o5j) and hong (Otf:), is also used as amulet or one of the prescriptions for 
changing one's bad luck. The six true words are the mantra of the Tibet Buddhism 
(~;F), which praises the power and kindness of Gun jam. En (o~ or Dti) means 
Buddha. Ma ni (rfiO~) means treasure. Ba mei (IY\ o~ or ~) means Lotus, which 
represents purity. Hong (Otf:) means invocation for achievement. The whole sentence 
means relying on the power of Buddha to receive real awakening to truth (_IE}f:) and 
entering the realm of Buddha. The Tibet Buddhism (W;F) sees it as the source of the 
Buddhist classics and considers that chanting it can remove impending ill fortune, 
increase one' s own cultivation (Qin 2001). 
In some occasions, when special treatment is needed, General Lok will write a 
new charm with cinnabar for his clients. For example, a small charm 44 with three 
ticks, the word heart ({j') in a circle and lE. (a religious word in Daoism, read as 
gong, meaning righteousness) at the bottom is used to make children become 
obedient to their parents and concentrate on their study. General Lok also has a 
special yellow charm (about 18cm length and 5cm wide), which he uses to search 
people. The charm is a yellow blank paper. Usually, when clients ask General Lok to 
look for a person or investigate the person' s recent condition, General Lok will see 
. through the charm for a while and give them an answer. Sometimes, he will also ask 
his clients to look at the charm and see for themselves. When they all say that they 
44 Appendices 11: Appendix 4 
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cannot see anything from it, he will be self-satisfied and says that, "it is because I 
have the inspiration and you don't. Therefore, I can see it!" 
After understanding the clients' problem, General Lok will start to give them 
prescriptions. Charms are mainly the formula in the prescription. Usually, General 
Lok will blow some air or even saliva on the charms, indicating that his power has 
transformed to the charms and to the clients. The charms also fold into different 
shapes for different purposes. Charms fold into small balls are used to be burned and 
drunk as medicine. Charms fold into small triangles are used to heal nose allergy. 
The charms are putting in triangular shape so that the invisible powder of the 
medicine can keep in the charms safe before the clients 'pouring' the invisible 
powder into their nostrils. When healing eye diseases, General Lok will fold the 
charms into bird-like shape and ask the clients to use the beak of the paper bird to 
peck their eyes. This treatment uses the paper bird as a metaphor of woodpecker. The 
paper bird pecks the bad disease from the eyes of the clients is like the woodpecker 
pecks the bad worms from a tree: both of them return health to their patients. Later, 
the burning of the charms symbolizes the purification of the disease. Usually, other 
treatments will associate with charms as prescriptions. As I had mentioned in 
Chapter two, General Lok also give the prescriptions of different herbal soups to his 
clients to speed up the improvement of the clients' sickness. 
Sometimes, joss papers are added in the prescriptions. According to Auntie Fa's 
explanation, joss papers are similar to gold and silver in the living world. They are 
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burned as offerings or bribes to the deities and the ghosts for expressing people's 
respect and fear to the supernatural or for achieving help from the supernatural so 
that the gods and spirits can gain lucks and avoid misfortunes for them. There are 
various kinds of them and each of them has different uses. J oss papers with gold and 
silver foils are typically burned to the deities and sometimes ancestors. Joss papers 
without gold and silver foils are burned to family and gathering ghosts. General Lok 
usually uses the joss papers in the prescription when he tries to help his clients 
change fortunes. When he finds that his clients are disturbed by bad luck, he will 
give them some charms (usually the charms printed with the Buddhist six mantra), a 
small amulet for protection from any bad elements and a stack of joss papers with 
gold and silver foils. He then will command a suitable period for performing the 
fortune changing ritual for the clients. The suitable time for the ritual changes 
according to the clients' different horoscopes, it should be at the right time or the 
ritual cannot perform its power. After the time is decided, General Lok will instruct 
his clients to perform the ritual. First, the clients should light three incense sticks to 
the deities on the altar to tell them their intention at the suitable time. Then, they 
should use the charms to brush their body 14 times in the front and 16 times at the 
back. This action indicates that the charms can sweep away and absorb the bad 
elements from the clients. After that, they should bum the joss papers and the charms 
outside the flat (usually near the staircases of the building). Since burning the charms 
means to destroy any bad elements that had driven out from the clients, if they are 
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burned in the flat, the bad elements will stick inside the clients' home and may 
reenter the clients' body or they will turn to harm their family members. The joss 
papers with gold and silver foils are given to the deities as bribes and gifts for 
protecting the clients from bad luck and danger in a period of time. 
General Lok uses the charms and joss papers for healing, exorcism, changing 
fortune, communicating with the spirit world, protecting clients from evil energy and 
predicting future events. The application and potency of the charm are cultural and 
symbolical. It ascribes its power from the religious phenomena of Daoism and 
Buddhism. Repeatedly presentation of the image of charm in the movies and TV 
dramas also help people absorb its symbolic meanings. Through borrowing symbols 
from the teachings of Daoism and Buddhism and the popular culture, Auntie Fa 
constructs the power and status of General Lok in a familiar way recognizable by all 
her clients. 
4. Honorable Personality 
"A shaman should have a good heart, so that the deities will be pleased with 
her/him and willing to lend her/him their power," one of Auntie Fa's long-term 
followers, Mrs. Chan, gives me her opinions on the efficacy of Auntie Fa. "Like 
Auntie Fa, she has a heart of Buddha (pou saat sam coeng ~~{j'~). Therefore, 
the deities like her and are willing to lend her their power. That is why she is 
powerful." For many clients, the moral quality of the shamans is an important 
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element for them to distinguish real shamans from the fake ones. It is said that the 
great difference between fake shamans and real shamans is that the fake shamans try 
to cheat their clients for money and the real shamans try to fulfill their destiny by 
helping others. A real powerful shaman would be merciful and thoughtful to others, 
while the fake one would only try to charge the clients with expensive and extra fees. 
Therefore, people can easily figure out whether the shaman is a real one or not after a 
period of time. 
Some of the clients think that the moral quality of the shamans can also reflect 
the shaman's ability. According to Chinese religious tradition and popular culture, 
although an honorable person (as the clients address as jau gung dak get jan ~Jj]qt 
D~AJ may not have great ability in handling the supernatural, a religious specialist's 
power is indeed highly related to his own moral standard. It is said that the ghosts 
and evil spirits cannot harm the highly honorable people, because they have the 
joeng positive energy (zeng hei lE~) they are afraid of (since the hosts and evil 
spirits belong to the jam negative energy). As they cultivate their good deeds, their 
power becomes stronger. Powerful shamans who care too much about the earthly 
materials or their own reputation will eventually be corrupted by jam negative energy 
and lose their zeng hei. They may then be rejected by their possessed deities (as 
deities consist ofjoeng positive energy) and lose their shamanic power. Therefore, a 
powerful shaman should remain humble, thoughtful and merciful. 
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The Dignity of a Shaman 
During my observation, most of the clients respect Auntie Fa because she has 
been a merciful personality and expressed good virtues to all people she met. One of 
the good virtues Auntie Fa has conveyed is her avoidance of greed for wealth and 
material goods. When I ask the clients the reason they think that Auntie Fa is an 
efficacious shaman, they all highly emphasize that she help people without charging 
people any fees. Thus, she is really trying to help others rather than to make money 
out of the sufferers. At first, I am surprised with the result of my question; as in my 
experience, it is a normal phenomenon that shamans do not charge their clients. Later, 
I found that although many Hong Kong shamans do not charge their clients for the 
consultation, they charged them for the services of providing them the solution. One 
of my informants told me that one of the shamans she had contact with had requested 
a thousand dollar for the ritual of blessing. Another shaman charges a hundred dollar 
for every visit. Although she sometimes may still visit these shamans, she thinks that 
they are not as powerful and efficacious as Auntie Fa is, since Auntie Fa is the most 
honest and honorable shaman. 
Although Auntie Fa does receive money and gifts from her clients, she never 
sets the price for each consultation or compels the giving of money. Therefore, 
people can give Auntie Fa whatever amount they like and they can even give her 
nothing. As Auntie Fa comments, "Buddha and Gun jam Puo saat (Ws#~) help 
the poor in the world without asking anything in return. I should see them as my 
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model of life. Therefore, I usually do not accept money for my consultation." Hence, 
money is put into a red pocket as an "offering" to the deity (General Lok) rather than 
a fee to the shaman. Sometimes, Auntie Fa will even refuse to take the offerings from 
elderly people to show her sympathy to them. Therefore, General Lok is called as a 
geoi si (}3±), a respectable title used to address a recluse who practicing Buddhism 
at home or even a maser of Buddhist teachings in recent times. 
Daily Cultivation 
According to the clients' op1n1ons, an honorable and powerful shaman not 
should be humble, thoughtful and merciful; s/he should also follow a strict religious 
(Buddhist) life. Thus, apart from showing mercy to her clients, Auntie Fa also 
portrays her image as an influential shaman through her everyday cultivation as a 
devoted Buddhist. As mentioned before, Auntie Fa is a devoted Buddhist. In order to 
maintain and increase her telepathy with General Lok and the other deities through 
the Buddhist teachings, Auntie Fa tries to follow the way of life of a Buddhist nun. 
She has slept in another room with her maid, instead of her husband and she wakes 
up at four o'clock in every morning. After washing her face and brushing her teeth; 
she starts to chant the Buddhist sutras in front of the shrine as her everyday 
cultivation. She first lights three sticks of incense and places them into the censor in 
front of the shrine. She also lights incense in front of her parents-in-law's altar and to 
the earth god outside her apartment. Then she adds oil into the two long lighting 
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lamps (~~t~) placed on the shrine. Auntie Fa says that the lamps must not run out 
of oil, since they are used to serve the deities on the shrine. After that, she sits near 
the shrine, picks up the Buddhist prayer beads and beats on the wooden fish C*:*J. 
Usually, Auntie Fa will chants the Buddhist sutras, such as the "Great 
Compassion Mantra" (Daai bei zau *1l!/E), the "Prajna Paramita Heart Sutra" 
(Sam ging 1G\*~) and the "Vajra Prajna Paramita Sutra" (Gam gong ging ii~U*~). 
She has told me that chanting the Buddhist sutras is one of her own cultivation to the 
Truth. The "homework" (zok jip 1'F*), as she calls it, cultivates her mental poise 
and helps her turn away from any secular desires and temptations, which, as Auntie 
Fa describes, would cause a man to fall into Hell. It also strengthens her spiritual 
telepathy with General Lok and other deities, which in return reinforces her power in 
helping her clients. Chanting the sutras can also help the lonely and homeless ghosts 
to get their chance for reincarnation more quickly. Therefore, it is good for oneself 
and the others. Sometimes, Auntie Fa's clients will also ask her to chant the sutras 
for their deceased relatives and hope that they can suffer less in the underworld. 
After chanting about two or three hours of Buddhist sutras, Auntie Fa will go to the 
market and buy some fresh flowers for decorating the shrine by herself. Only when 
she is busy in serving the waiting clients, she will ask her husband Ah Wa to do the 
job. As Auntie Fa thinks that buying the flowers and decorating the shrine are ways 
to show her respect to the deities, she should therefore do it herself to prove her faith 
in them, so that they will help her and improve her shamanic power. Apart from her 
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everyday homework, Auntie Fa also follows certain eating habits to show her devout 
to her religion (Auntie Fa has considered herself a Buddhist). She admits that she is a 
vegetarian because according to the discipline of Buddhism, she should live a 
humble life and should not kill any living things for one's own enjoyment or she will 
increase her sin in the present life. 
When Auntie Fa is free from the request of her clients, she will try to chant 
more Buddhist sutras or she reads Buddhist publications published by different 
Buddhist organizations. She tells me that she has read many of these books, as they 
help her to have deeper understanding on the ultimate truth of Buddhism and the 
meaning of life. Auntie Fa has put the Buddhist sutras and the books in a bookshelf 
near the waiting seats of the clients. It is because as she declared, she would like 
people to notice it, so that they may have the interest to read the books, to learn more 
about Buddhism and the meaning of life (which on the one hand helps the person to 
cultivate her fruit of Salvation and on the other hand, increases her own cultivation of 
bringing people towards the goodness). Auntie Fa has given me several of her books. 
They include books about the basic principles of Buddhism (F oen 2004 ), the words 
of the famous Buddhist masters and the argument on skepticism, including science 
(Dianbinima 2004 ). Most of them discuss how to apply Buddhist ideas in daily 
situations and emphasize the focus on modem society. Auntie Fa especially gives me 
books related with filial piety (Tang 1993; Soon 2004 ). She thinks that young people 
are influenced by the western culture too much nowadays; most of them have 
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neglected the Chinese traditional values. Therefore, she hopes that I can learn the 
virtue of filial piety through the books and become a good person. 
Most of Auntie Fa's clients appreciate Auntie Fa's devotion to Buddhism and 
consider her behavior as the criteria for an efficacious shaman. Many of the clients 
conclude that Auntie Fa is a real shaman because she follows the Chinese Buddhist 
ascetic practices strictly. By not directly linking the operation with material interest 
and by taking up the behavior of the Buddhist ascetic monks, Auntie Fa has created 
an image of shaman linked with orthodoxy, purity and sainthood, rather than a 
heretical religious practitioner portrayed by the Hong Kong mass media. It directly 
increases the shaman's efficacy. 
The Other Duties of the Shaman 
Throughout the year, Auntie Fa helps her clients cure illness, comfort haunted 
ghosts, divine the future , conduct fung seoi figuring and serve the deities. Except 
during special days (such as the lunar New Year), Auntie Fa hardly rejects her 
clients' request even it has passed the operation hour. Being an experienced shaman, 
Auntie Fa also becomes the religious teacher to some of her clients. Most often, they 
ask her to teach them the Buddhist sutras and explain the Buddhist teachings. If 
Auntie Fa is free, she will teach the clients herself. If not, she will lend cassette tapes 
and VCDs about Buddhist sutras and stories to them. As I mention before, Auntie Fa 
had enlightened several people to become shamans. They become her apprentices 
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and come to learn the shamanic practices from Auntie Fa regularly. Sometimes, other 
shamans also visit Auntie Fa. Most of them try learning the way to strengthen their 
own shamanic power and become a powerful shaman as Auntie Fa is. I have asked 
them how they know about Auntie Fa. They told me that they learned about Auntie 
Fa through their clients and the believers of the shrines they had relation with. Ah 
Ming, Auntie Fa's fictive son who is destined to be a tangki since his birth, had 
learned about Auntie Fa through a group of people he had met on a bus in Shenzhen. 
He remembers that those women kept talking about how magnificent Auntie Fa was 
and how she solved their problems. He was curious of that and since he always 
thought that his telepathy with his possessed deity was unstable, he immediately 
decided to visit Auntie Fa for apprenticeship. After testing Auntie Fa's shamanic 
ability, he thought that Auntie Fa was a powerful shaman and that General Lok was a 
marvelous deity, therefore, he decided to learn the shamanic skill from Auntie Fa and 
later, became her fictive son. Auntie Fa accepts most of the people who try to learn 
from her and shows her generosity to teach them her shamanic practices. I ask her if 
she worries that they may become her competitors once they had learned all her 
skills. Auntie Fa smiles confidently, 
I do not worry too much about it. Although they had learned my skill, 
they may not become good shamans if they care too much about making 
money. If they try to help people in order to fulfill their own destiny like me, 
there will be no such thing as competition because all we try to do is to save 
the poor. There is no need to argue who should do the job. Besides, I know 
how to choose a good novice. After several communications, you will know 
who will be a humble novice and who are only trying to steal your skill for 
their own desire. 
She then tells me that she had met a male shaman who had ill will on learning 
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her skill. She continues: 
After a period of the apprenticeship, the shaman thought that he 
already been very powerful. He stopped visiting me and began to charge his 
clients a thousand dollar for every consultation. He was too greedy. His 
clients noted that. Many of them criticized him as a cheater (cheated their 
money); they stopped believing in him. This made the income of the shaman 
dropped dramatically. One of his clients came to tell me the incidence, and I 
told her that I have already known the situation would be like that. Later, the 
shaman returned and asked me to teach him more. This time, I refused to 
become his teacher again, because I understood his personality. I told him 
that he would not become a good shaman because his greed would 
deteriorate his power and business. If he did not change his attitude, he will 
one day be punished. Although we all try to make a living through our 
ability, we should remember that it should be focused on helping people, 
instead of making oneself rich. The desire will destroy our ability. 
The conversation once shows that the ethics portrayed by a shaman is a very 
important factor for distinguishing good and powerful shamans from the others. 
Shamans who emphasize too much on material goods are distrusted because their 
own morality influenced their power and image. As Auntie Fa says, she has made a 
living through her ability to communicate with the spirit world. Her clients do not 
blame her for this because they know it is impossible for a person to provide the 
shamanic services free of charge in the modem city where capitalism dominate most 
of the social exchange activities. However, most of them still expect that a religious 
person should avoid or at least, appear to avoid these material norms. Auntie Fa 
manages to maintain a high moral standard in front of her clients; therefore, she is 
respected and trusted by her clients. 
Being a teacher of others, Auntie Fa has a duty to look after her students. When 
her apprentices face any difficulties in their religious life, Auntie Fa is responsible 
for helping them solving the problems. Among her apprentices, Auntie Fa is said to 
168 
be a respectable, generous and helpful master. At one time, one of Auntie Fa's 
students, Miss Chen, starts to operate her own shamanic duty; Auntie Fa helps her 
choose a good fung seoi location and the suitable time for opening her office. She 
also sponsors her a little and introduces some of her clients to her. Although Auntie 
Fa and her apprentices meet in private time, stories of Auntie Fa's kindness towards 
other shamans are still occasionally heard among the clients' conversation. 
Long-term helpers like Mrs. Chan and Auntie Green usually help to spread the news 
and reinforce the shaman's image of honorable personality. 
Conclusion 
It is significant that the practice of shamanism has attributed its basic ideology 
from the Chinese folk religious system. In the previous chapter, I had discussed the 
Chinese supernatural world as a system that allows regional diversity, yet at the same 
time, consists of a set of common themes recognized by general Chinese people. 
Therefore, the clients can understand Auntie Fa's interpretation on supernatural 
phenomena without difficulties, which add degree of efficacy of the shaman's 
practice. As Meir Sharar and Robert Weller (1996: 22-30) considers, although 
Chinese society lacks central institutions to control religious interpretation, general 
themes, shared ambiguities, and common tension of the Chinese religious beliefs and 
cults still descend from generation to generation and spread from places to places 
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through oral literature, folktale, practices, myths on dramas, written fictions and folk 
arts. Therefore, Chinese folk religion is said to be inseparable from the fiction, drama, 
and popular arts that served as vehicles for its transmission" (ibid: 30). 
In the book Chinese Spirit-medium Cults in Singapore (1955: 166-167), Alan 
Elliott analyzes the popularity of Chinese spirit mediumship among the overseas 
Chinese highly bases on the Chinese popular religious system brought by the 
emigrant to the overseas community. "The new generation has inherited the religious 
ideas and beliefs of China from their parents and numerous folktales they had heard 
in their childhood. In absence of fixed criterion, they will follow their parents' 
characteristics, which continue to add new population to the spirit medium cults. 
Therefore, he concludes that only 'modernism', would lead to the decline of the 
practices, as it consists of different set of cultural ideology which presents a serious 
rival to the Chinese traditional values. However, after doing observation in Auntie 
Fa's house, I find that it is not the case. The reason is that rather than a traditional 
religious practice frozen in time and space, shamanism is an ongoing and 
ever-changing system that is flexible to adopt changes and readjustment in order to 
fit in the modem society. For example, we see how Auntie Fa adopts new symbols 
and meanings from the popular cultures into her consultation to give good suggestion 
to her clients. In other words, she is good at manipulating the interpretation and 
reinterpretation of cultural symbols. She speaks the 'right language' to her clients 
and they receive it understandably and undoubtly. 
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According to Sir Claude Levi-Strauss's comment on shamanism in Shamans as 
Psychoanalysts (1949: 1 09), he compared shamanism with psychoanalysis and found 
that they shared the common ground that both could heal patients through, inducing 
an experience, and both succeed by recreating a myth which the patient had to live or 
relive. "With the psychoanalyst as listener and the shaman as curator, they establish a 
direct relationship with the patient's conscious and an indirect relationship with his 
unconscious. This is the function of the incantation proper". Therefore, shamanism 
consists of psychological value for the people (Sawatzky 1990: 13 8). It is significant 
in Mrs. Fung' s case, which is said to have visual floaters Cm~1fE). After that 
consultation, I have seen Mrs. Fung for several times during my research period. I 
had learned that Mrs. Fung always gets sick and feels not well. However, when her 
family brings her to the hospital, the doctor finds that she is in fact very healthy and 
is not sick at all. Her family cannot find the reason, thus they brings her to Auntie Fa 
to find out if there is any causes from the supernatural world. Surprising, the old lady 
heals immediately when Auntie Fa gives her the treatment. However, after a few 
days, she will get sick again with no reason. It is said that Mrs. Fung is always under 
great pressure as her husband had died in the year. However, her family is too busy 
at work that they have little time to comfort her for the loss. Thus, it is obvious that 
either her 'sickness' comes from a psychological level or she is pretended to be sick 
to get her family's attention. 
The reason for Auntie Fa to successfully heal Mrs. Fung from sickness is that 
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Auntie Fa always listens to her and constantly responds to her need during the 
consultation. Even after the consultation, Auntie Fa will also talk to her and gives her 
gifts during her rest period. For Mrs. Fung, these normal social interactions are more 
powerful than any kind of medicines, which fulfill her emotional need and thus heal 
her from her depression. This is also the reason why Auntie Fa's magical treatment 
can outweigh the highly developed modem biomedicine. 
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Chapter Five 
The Client's Experience: A Paradox of Faith in 
Shamanic Power 
In the previous chapter, I described how shaman manipulated the meaning of 
the signs and symbols from Chinese religious customs and modern popular culture to 
create power for her shamanship. In this chapter, I will discuss how the clients 
perceive the power of shaman in and how they interpret the relationship between the 
magical shamanism and the highly secular social order. As Hong Kong has 
developed into a modern metropolis, the 'belief system' of shamanism seems to 
contrasts with the order of a highly bureaucratized, rationalized and globalized 
society. Many of the clients know that asking help from a shaman is not 'scientific' 
and is even described as 'superstitious'. However, they still admit that they will 
continue to visit Auntie Fa once they have the need. 'Because we trust Auntie Fa and 
General Lok,' is the common answer as a reply to the subject. Therefore, through 
comparing the clients' different perceptions towards the shaman's power, I try to 
investigate how the clients justify their trust in Auntie Fa, especially to the skeptics. 
This helps us to have more understanding on people's interpretation of magic in the 
modern world. 
Finding a Shaman 
Why do the clients still find a shaman to solve their problem in the modem 
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day? I had thought of it for a long time. At first, I thought that people who asked help 
from Auntie Fa were likely to be the old generation who had received little 
(westernized) education and had not been influenced too much by the western 
secular ideology. They would find a shaman to deal with things that were related to 
the supernatural realm, such as worshipping deities and ancestors, exorcising evil 
ghosts, changing fortune and preventing misfortunes, etc. However, after the 
observation, I found that the clients who asked help from Auntie Fa also included the 
middle aged and even young people. Apart from asking things associated with the 
supernatural, they also tried to get advice from Auntie Fa on education, career and 
business development, employment or even legal proceedings ($1$~JTill) . To 
understand more about why people find a shaman, I started to interview the clients 
and concluded that there were several reasons. 
1. Great Uncertainties and Misfortunes 
The well-developed technology and secular institutions in HongKong never 
dispel people's age-old terror of the unknown. People are still haunted by the old fear 
of death, sickness and disasters and they will finally understand that working hard 
and following the social rules do not guarantee a good harvest in the highly 
competitive and stressful society. Sometimes, the supposed clear and rational 
economic and technological framework has also raised new uncertainties, threatening 
people's life and their moral values. When discussing the resurgence of religion and 
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the desecularization process around the modern world, Peter Berger ( 1999: 7) 
mentions: 
Modernity, for fully understandable reasons, undermines all the old 
certainties; uncertainty is a condition that many people find very hard to bear; 
therefore, any movement (not only a religious one) that promises to provide or 
to renew certainty has ready 1narket. 
Therefore, it is significant that many clients ask Auntie Fa for help when they 
are not sure about their future and when there are unexpected bad things that happen 
in their life. Bronislaw Malinowski ( 1979) had emphasized in his study on the 
Trobriand Islands that when the islanders cannot use the technical knowledge to 
explain and control the events that happen around them, they tend to practice magic 
to reduce the uncertainty and to gain more confidence on handling the events. Like 
the Trobriand Islanders, Auntie Fa's clients ask help from her when they face great 
uncertainty and anxiety. As they cannot provide a solution for the problem through 
technical and secular knowledge, they try to gain control of it through magic. 
Therefore, most of the clients visit the shaman when they face difficulties in their 
living and the greater anxiety they face, the more often they visit the shaman. When 
misfortunes occur, the clients' need for shamanism becomes the strongest. 
2. Sickness 
Death, as a kind of misfortune, causes great anxiety and uncertainty to human 
beings, since it results a sudden end of life and loss of a beloved one. The great 
sadness and fear inevitably reveal the harsh reality that human life is fragile and 
insignificant in nature, leading people to question their existence and the meaning of 
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life. God and the supernatural world are then created to fill the vacuum by suggesting 
that there is in fact another reality and that death is not the end, but the starting point 
of another life. 
In a society like Hong Kong where wars and natural disasters rarely occur 
nowadays, people tend to sense the threat of death more directly from physical 
sickness and disease. Therefore, medical problem is still one of the major subjects 
that Auntie Fa counsels. However, the clients will not come to the shaman's house 
whenever they feel sick. Most of the clients realize that Auntie Fa is a busy person 
and it will be disturbing if they keep asking her things that are not quite important 
and urgent. With this fact, most of the clients have their own choices on when to find 
a medical doctor or to seek help from General Lok. 
It is noticeable that many clients, especially the young clients, distinguish 
Auntie Fa's treatment from the western biomedical medicine. Apart from suggesting 
that Auntie Fa heals the patients through the deities' supernatural power, they also 
designate the shaman as a traditional doctor, similar to Chinese doctors. Ella, a young 
Cantonese land agent, comments on the differences of western and Chinese 
traditional medicine: 
Western tnedicine cures sickness very quickly. However, it only cures 
the symptom, not the disease. Thus, it has many side effects .... in contrast, 
although it is time-consuming to make the herbal tea, Chinese medicine's 
effect is more mild and gentler. It cures your sickness and at the same time, 
tries to restore your body energy ... Therefore, western medicine heals sickness 
quickly but will weaken your body. Taking Chinese medicine is healthier than 
taking western medicine, but it is time-consuming in preparation. When to use 
which types of medicine depends on time and money I need to choose. 
She also commented on the relationship between Auntie Fa's and Chinese 
176 
traditional medicine: 
General Lok learned medical knowledge from a deity before he became 
a deity himself. His master was a Chinese deity; of course, what General Lok 
learned should be Chinese medical knowledge... there is some difference 
between General Lok's medicine and the Chinese traditional medicine. 
General Lok's medicine does not need a long time to prepare and it had 
implanted with his power. It is even more potent than the Chinese traditional 
medicine ... 
Ella's comment can reflect most of the clients' understanding on Auntie Fa's 
healing power and its difference to the western medicine. Knowing Auntie Fa's tight 
schedule and with the similar consideration on her healing with Chinese traditional 
medicine, the clients do not ask Auntie Fa to heal the "small illness" (!J\m), such as 
having common cold, stomachache, short time headache or fever. It is because as 
some of my informants say, "These kinds of sickness are easy to handle. Normal 
doctors can do the job. General Lok (Auntie Fa) is very busy. It will disturb him (her) 
if we ask him (her) to solve such trifles. I should not waste his (her) time." They ask 
General Lok for healing such kinds of sickness only when they think that the medical 
doctors fail to do their job. It is also noticeable that there is no client asking General 
Lok for curing acute diseases. For these kinds of medical situations, they will send 
the patients to the hospital instead, since modern medicine can provide fast 
treatment. 
Infertility, rheumatism, enterogastritis and massage therapy (~tT) are the 
popular symptoms General Lok mostly deals with. These kinds of illness are 
long-term illness needed a long-term course of treatment even with the biomedicine. 
Therefore, the clients think that western medicine is impotent in these areas, since it 
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cannot provide 'fast treatment'. Therefore, the patients are willing to try on different 
methods, including using supernatural power for the healing. Yet, ones must notice 
that while the clients are taking Auntie Fa's treatment, they are also visiting the 
biomedical doctors. Most of them think that although consulting both treatments can 
make amends for the limitation of each other. Therefore, they follow both the 
medical standard of the modern biomedicine and Auntie Fa. They consider that they 
are cured only when both the western doctors and Auntie Fa had confirmed their 
condition. For example, Mrs. Cheung, a middle age housewife who has taken both 
biomedicine and Auntie Fa's medicine for her diabetes mellitus (~17J<{pg) considers 
that taking both medicines can accelerate her recovery. "It's Chinese and Western 
style combination (zung sai hap bik tp!Z§-@1~). Both Chinese and western medicine 
can heal. Then, seeing both Auntie Fa and western doctor can help me recover more 
quickly. " 
There are also patients whose illness is declared by the doctors to be incurable. 
Asking help from the supernatural becomes the last hope for their recovery. Mrs. 
Chan's husband had stomach cancer and was told by the doctor that he would not 
live for more than a half year. Her family was very sad to hear the news. Yet, they 
refused to give up and continued to search for other kinds of treatments that might 
have some possibility of healing the patient. The family was eager to find the cure, 
even if it meant using supernatural power. Before seeking consultation from Auntie 
Fa, Mrs. Chan had gone to other shamans for help. Considering herself as an atheist, 
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Mrs. Chan tried to explain her intention to seek help from shamans: 
In those days, we were terribly upset. After hearing the doctors' words, 
we started to seek for other kinds of treatments. At first, I had never thought of 
asking a san po (t$~, another kind of address for the shaman), but then a 
friend of mine introduced to me a powerful san po who was said to be capable 
of dealing with ghosts and healing. I had thought about it for a while, and then 
I told myself why not try it. We had done everything we could and my 
husband's situation had not improved. However, if we did nothing, he would 
die a half-year later; there wouldn't be anything worse than that. At first, my 
husband refused to see a san po, he thought that was superstitious, but he 
gradually gave in ... 
Although Mrs. Chan 's husband died of stomach cancer in the end, she had not 
regretted consulting Auntie Fa. "After all, we knew that we had done everything we 
could to save him. Even though we tried to seek help from Auntie Fa, we already had 
the preparation that he might not make it to the next year. In the end, he died, so it 
must be his fate." Auntie Fa gave her support every time when she was desperate 
about her husband's situation and she even helped her prepare her husband's funeraL 
Thus, even though Auntie Fa failed to save Mrs. Chan 's husband, Mrs. Chan still 
considered her as her benefactor (in Cantonese }an }an )~--A), as the shaman helped 
her overcome her grief of losing her loved one. 
However, not all Auntie Fa's treatment of the incurable sickness failed; there are 
also many successful cases. These clients tend to become Auntie Fa's long term 
devoted followers after recovering from their illness or after their situation has 
improved. Mr. Cheung, a middle-age truck driver who is a Hepatitis B carrier, tells 
me of his intention to meet Auntie Fa: 
I don't want to die. The doctors say that Hepatitis B is incurable. You can 
prevent the attack of the disease, but no one is able to cure it. Therefore, you 
are carrying a bomb with you and you don't know when it will blow up. I don't 
want to die, so I am willing to try every method to prevent the germs changing 
to Hepatitis B. I had listened to the doctor's advice, but it does not help. My 
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cardiomediastinal silhouette keeps rising up to the dangerous level because I 
cannot stop drinking and smoking. So I try to find other kind of treatment on 
Hepatitis B, until one day, one of my friends tells me that there is a great 
physician (san ji :f$-B) living in North Point who may be able to help me. 
Therefore, I come and seek help from General Lok ... 
After a few treatments, Mr. Cheung says that his situation has improved. He 
goes to check his liver in the hospital; the doctor tells him that his cardiomediastinal 
silhouette is stable and his condition is under controlled. Although Auntie Fa does 
not really remove the disease from Mr. Cheung's body, Mr. Cheung is already very 
pleased to hear the news. In order to repay General Lok's generosity, he becomes the 
adoptive son of General Lok, hoping that the deity can protect him. Moreover, he 
even quits drinking and smokes less, as General Lok told him to do. I try to 
rationalize Mr. Cheung's condition by attributing his improvement to his turning 
away from alcohol and cigarettes. To my surprise, Mr. Cheung admits that he also 
thinks that it may be the fact. However, only Auntie Fa has the ability to ask him to 
quit smoking and drinking. "Even my family can't make me do it, but I am willing to 
follow General Lok's command because he is a powerful and kind deity and Auntie 
Fa is a good old lady," says Mr. Cheung. He tells me that during that period when he 
was very worried about his situation, General Lok had comforted him and treated 
him as his son. Therefore, the shaman's support becomes the greatest force to draw 
him from his bad habit. 
The same opinion is given by Mr. Wong, a 56 year-old businessman who had 
recovered from lung cancer one year ago. Since his recovery, he visits Auntie Fa 
regularly and makes large amount of offerings to General Lok. Although he was still 
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receiving biomedical treatment while he was consulting Auntie Fa, he insists that it 
was Auntie Fa and General Lok who had saved him. It was because he got better 
after eating General Lok's medicine. I suggest to him that maybe the effect of the 
biomedical treatment started to reveal itself during the time when he was receiving 
Auntie Fa's cure. However, Mr. Wong tells me that even though that may be the fact, 
Auntie Fa is still his benefactor ()~l.A), since she had helped him and his family a lot 
at that time and it is what the other doctors failed to offer them. Mrs. Chan and Mr. 
Cheung have also given the similar comment when they talk about their feeling 
towards Auntie Fa. It seems that what makes them believe in Auntie Fa's power is 
not mainly because of the shaman's supernatural power, but her ability to provide 
comfort and emotional support to the clients while they are under the great anxiety of 
death. 
In some cases, the clients compare Auntie Fa's treatment with the biomedical 
treatment to emphasize the shaman's kindness and their respect for her. Among these 
conversations, a significant message is given out that a certain number of the clients, 
especially the elderly, are disappointed with and even reject the treatment of the 
medical doctors, since they had bad experience with the modem doctors. Most of 
them complain that the medical doctors, especially those from the public hospitals, 
are emotionless and fail to consider their feelings . The alienated language used by the 
doctors to explain their illness makes them even more confused about their situation. 
Thus, gossip about doctors giving the patients wrong medicine has currently spread 
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around the old clients. This shows their skepticism towards the modern medicine, a 
system that they are not quite familiar with. Auntie Liu, an 85 years old Hokkienese 
housewife, tells me one of her unhappy experience with the medical doctors. It 
happened in the last year when she and her family moved to live in a new flat; she 
started to have a headache. She was afraid that her old brain injury - she had hit her 
head during a fall from the stairs of her house many years ago - might have a relapse. 
Therefore, she went to see the doctor in the public hospital. However, after the 
consultation, Auntie Liu saw the doctor as "very rude and cool" and she started to 
express feeling of dislike towards the western doctors: 
My granddaughter brought me to the public hospital. When I saw the 
doctor, he asked me what my problem was without even looking at my face. I 
told him that I had headache for a time. He had measured my blood pressure, 
and without asking me other questions, he gave me anodyne. I told him that I 
couldn't take any anodyne because I had injured my head many years ago. 
Then, he told me that he could do nothing if I refused to take the pills and 
started to send me away. So I took the medicine as he said. The next day when 
I woke up, my head was dizzy and I could not even get up from the bed ... " 
After her condition became worse, Auntie Liu blamed the doctor for refusing to 
listen to her voice and making her condition even worse. L·ater, Auntie Liu came to 
visit General Lok. She said that, 
General Lok cared about me. He greeted me and asked about my 
granddaughter when we met. He then listened to my description of my 
sickness and regularly spoke words to comfort me. After hearing my 
description and checking my pulse, he gave me medicine. At that time, I was 
going to pay him, but he refused to take the red pocket. He even gave me fruits 
as gifts. He was a good deity. 
In this case, it seems that the dispassion and professionalism emphasized by 
the modern medicine are seen as a sense of rudeness and cruelty by Auntie Liu. 
While during the period of diagnosis, Auntie Liu is worried about her condition, yet 
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the doctor failed to comfort her. "He kept saying that my headache is a kind of 
psychopathology (lLJ'f][(pg)," says Auntie Liu. "How can he say that? I am very 
normal." It seems that after moving to the new flat, Auntie Liu is not able to see her 
old friends; therefore, she is depressed and lonely. The negative emotion makes her 
unable to sleep, thus, she has headaches. The doctor may know about her situation, 
hence, he concludes that her symptom is a kind of psychopathology (which is a very 
common illness among the busy Hong Kong people). However, in Auntie Liu 's mind, 
the term 'psychopathology' is unfamiliar to her, so she thinks it implies insanity and 
abnormality. At the same time, the doctor makes her even more nervous by refusing 
to explain her situation more clearly, causing the medicine to fail to release her tense 
emotion and making her condition even worse. In contrast, Auntie Fa's kindness and 
patience provide a warm feeling that is able to comfort the old lady's tense emotion 
and make her feel better after the consultation. It also builds up trust between the 
client and the shaman, making this relationship go beyond a purely business 
partnership. For them, Auntie Fa is a deity and a good friend, therefore, many of 
them are willing to tell Auntie Fa secrets that they barely tell others and they are 
pleased to obey the instruction commanded from her. For example, 
3. Career 
Apart from illness, many clients also come to ask Auntie Fa to solve the 
misfortune they faced in their career. During the past few years, Hong Kong 
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economy has experienced two economic recessions due to the Asia financial crisis 
C21J'H:ili:~~00.~) (1997-1998) and the global downturn (2001-2002). In this period of 
time, Hong Kong's stock market and real estate had a great drop of price. Its exports 
and GDP had also been badly affected. Some of the companies, which could not 
afford the great loss in business, eventually closed or declared bankruptcy. Others 
found that if they did not do something in response, they would not survive. Some of 
them started to reduce the size of the companies by cutting production. Some of them 
moved away from Hong Kong to other regions with lower labor and land cost. Job 
vacancies in Hong Kong then dropped dramatically and many people, especially the 
middle aged suddenly found that it was difficult for them to find a job. Hong Kong 
unemployment rate increased from 2.2 percent in 1997 to the highest of 7.9 percent 
in 2003 with the threat of SARS (Invest in Taiwan 2006). People who still had an 
occupation also had to face the fact that their salary had been sharply cut. At that 
time, competition was intense; even a university degree did not assure you could find 
a good and stable job. Cheap labor from Mainland China also became a great threat 
for the local workers. Mr. Wong, who was then a middle-age manager in a shipping 
company, remembers the harsh situation he faced at that period: 
In the past, it's the jobs finding you (ItJ~LA), now it's you finding the job 
CA.tlffi.I). Go look at the newspapers; you will see how difficult it is to find a 
job. In the past, a F.5 student could get an over $10000 salaried job. Nowadays, 
a university degree holder doing a $7000 - $8000 salaried job is common. You 
see, even a university degree holder cannot find a good job, so what job can we 
get? I do not have a degree; I do not even know good English. Even though I 
have rich experience my field, those bosses do not want to hire me. They want 
to hire young people and newcomers because they are cheaper and have 
potential ... 
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By not knowing when they would be fired and when would they find a job 
again, many local people were under great distress in those days. It was clear that the 
cost of living in Hong Kong was one of the highest in the world with a boom in the 
real estate market. Once people who had to support the mortgage of their flat lost 
their job, they might fall into debt. 
Even though the Hong Kong economy has improved since 2004 (with 
decrease in unemployment rate (five percent) and a real economic growth of 8.2 
percent in 2005) [Bank of China 2005], Hong Kong still faces the crisis caused by 
the structural change in economy. Teenagers and middle age people with low 
education level still face the threat of unemployment and underemployment, and 
economic competition from other East Asian countries is still keen. Due to the rapid 
development of the economic special zones in China, the rum or that Hong Kong will 
lose its economic and financial status in the global market to Mainland China haunts 
the local people. In addition, with the instability of the political policy, many people 
still feel great anxiety towards their future. When they find that there is nothing they 
can do to change the situation, some of them start to seek help from other realms, 
such as the supernatural realm. Therefore, many people still come to ask Auntie Fa 
about their future career, even though Hong Kong economy has improved in these 
recent years. 
Among these clients, people who age over 40 years old and are not so well 
educated remain the biggest proportion. Many of them are in the lower class and they 
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have to support their young and old family members. Once they become unemployed, 
they can barely support . the daily living expenses of the whole family. Mrs. Li, a 
middle age Hokkienese woman who lives with her children and mother in a rented 
flat, had lost her job for three months. Her husband had run away with his mistress 
years ago, therefore, Mrs. Li has to support her family by herself. She has two sons 
and both of them are still studying in school. Even though she receives the 
government allowance, without her salary, she is still not able to pay for the rent and 
now the landlord is forcing them to move out. Having no friends or relatives who can 
help her, she has no choice but to ask Auntie Fa to help her find a good job as soon as 
possible. Mrs. Li explains her reason to consult Auntie Fa, 
I am desperate. What can I do? My husband left nothing behind and I 
have not paid for the rent for a month. Then, suddenly I think of Auntie Fa. 
She has been nice and sincere to me in the past and there is nothing she cannot 
do. I had seen her helping people find jobs ... I know Auntie Fa will solve my 
problem as she did in the past. After all, it is better than just sitting at home and 
waiting for the job to come in front of your door. Therefore, I come at once to 
ask her for help ... 
She considers her action as an active way to solve the problem, because as she 
knows that Auntie Fa is well known figure in her community (the Hokkienese 
community in North Point) and the shaman has a broad personal network, which she 
thinks can help her get a job through some personal connection. Fortunately, it 
happens that one of Auntie Fa's clients wants to hire a worker. Thus, Auntie Fa 
introduces Mrs. Li to the client and she helps them to arrange an interview. 
It is interesting that normally male clients send their female partners to visit 
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Auntie Fa, since most of them still think that finding a shaman is a female issue or 
woman ritual. However, when it comes to the consultation of one's career, many of 
the male clients are willing to have a face-to-face meeting with Auntie Fa. Some of 
them even come without telling their family members. Although Hong Kong has 
developed into an international city, over 95 percent of its citizens are Chinese and 
most of them still follow the Chinese patriarchal social values. Men's success is 
measured by the amount of income they earn from their job or business. Those who 
lost their job and business would lose their status and prestige in their family and 
society. 
Mr. Tarn is one of the male clients that who visits Auntie Fa without other 
companions. He admits that he had lost his job for almost four months. However, he 
does not tell his wife about this. Everyday, he would dress up and go out, pretending 
that nothing has ever happened. "I am afraid of telling them the truth. I do not want 
my family to know about that. They will worry about it and the relatives will start to 
discuss it," says Mr. Tarn. At first, he believes that he can find a job quickly. 
However, no one tries to hire him during these months. "At last, you will be afraid of 
interviews after receiving so many rejections. I start to worry about my situation. 
What should I do if I can no longer find a job? It really hurts to know that you are 
abandoned by society. I know that my wife will find out the truth one day. She will 
be really angry once she knows about it. I really do not know what to do." 
Eventually, the pressure of unemployment starts to build up and one day Mr. 
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Tarn finds that he cannot bear it anymore. He knows that he needs help. However, he 
still does not want to discuss it with his family and he refuses to tell his friends about 
it, because he will lose face among them. Therefore, he chooses to seek help from a 
stranger, since as Mr. Tarn notes, once he walks away from the place, no one will 
remember him. "After all, who cares to discuss a stranger's problem? If they discuss 
it, who will know that they are talking about me?" 
As he has lost his job for so long, he starts to suspect that someone, who had 
once been jealous of his success, may have put a curse (in Hokkienese choe khio 1~ 
~) on him. If not, he may be influenced by bad luck by some reason. Therefore, a 
shaman like Auntie Fa becomes the suitable choice. Like many other clients, Mr. 
Tarn cannot believe that his failure in employment is due to his own limitation in 
ability. In order to make himself feel better, he tries to transform his fault onto the 
supernatural realm. The "wicked witch" and the bad luck become the scapegoat of 
his misfortune and he believes that by getting rid of them, he can find a job again. 
Like Mr. Tarn, Mr. Li, a Cantonese manager in a company who is in his thirties, 
also thinks that he has been bewitched by other people in his work place. Although 
Mr. Li has not lost his job, he is unsatisfied with his working condition. It is said that 
his female boss, who was once his colleague, always criticizes him and makes his 
life miserable. He tells Auntie Fa that he suspects his female boss had bewitched him 
in the past, so that he lost the chance of promotion to her: 
I admit that my former boss both liked me, the female colleague and 
another male colleague very much, but I know that he would like me and the 
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male colleague to get promoted more, because he always said that we were the 
two best employees he had. However, in the end, the female colleague became 
the boss ... She must use some kind of sorcery (he called it jiu faat fjf}}i) to 
bewitch my former boss and me. I suspect that she does the same thing to the 
male colleague too. That is why my colleague and I suddenly get bad 
performances and that our former boss suddenly hates us around the promotion 
time. I am not saying that my boss has to promote me, but I think that my male 
colleague is more talented that the female colleague. I mean how can a woman 
be better than men? Yet, she gets the job. Then, she must have uses some dirty 
methods ... 
Moreover, Mr. Li thinks that since his female boss uses such dirty way to get 
her position, she is afraid that one day he will have the chance to success. However, 
she cannot fire him with no reason; therefore, she tries to use witchcraft and fung 
seoi again to decrease his working ability and makes other people hate him, so that 
he has to leave the company himself. Thus, Mr. Li calls her "a malicious woman" ( ok 
duk neoi jan ~$Y:,)\.) . However, Mr. Li does not want to change his job, because 
the company gives him reasonable salary; thus, he would like Auntie Fa to help him 
break his female boss' witchcraft. It seems that Mr. Li uses his female boss as the 
scapegoat of his own failure in his career. It seems that in his mind, losing to a 
female colleague is an insult to him, which implies that he is less capable than a 
woman is. He cannot accept this fact; therefore, he creates another possibility for the 
explanation: it is the witchcraft that she used had defeated him, not her own ability. 
Auntie Fa seems to understand these clients' thinking: they want a solution, but 
they may not want to admit their limitation. Therefore, she will try to use the 
supernatural phenomenon, such as bad luck, breaking taboos, witchcraft and fung 
seoi, etc, to justify the clients' failure in working or business. She will also give her 
clients charm amulet for protection as solving the bad luck and cursing issues. Yet, at 
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the same time, she also tries to understand the real problem her clients has and gives 
out relevant advices. With her shamanic role, she is able to speak out the fact, no 
matter whether it will cause insult to the clients or not, without taking too much 
responsibility. It is because it is the young deity who speaks in the consultation, not 
the shaman herself. After hearing Mr. Li 's description, Auntie Fa admits that the 
female boss had bewitched him. However, she concludes it as Mr. Li 's own fault: 
She hates you because you always look down on women. You says 
something like, 'how can woman work better than man? Or woman is inferior 
to man'. I tell you, she hears all of it. She is a capable woman like you. 
Although she may not be as capable as you are, she is strong and tough. She 
cannot bear someone looking down on her because she is a woman. Therefore, 
she tries to trick you ... 
She also explains to him the cause of tension between him and his female boss 
and provides a solution for him to ease the conflict: 
I see that after you lost the position to her, you are upset and angry. 
Therefore, you are rebellious to her commands. You think you are better than 
her, don't you? You disobey every word she said and that makes her even 
angrier with you. You think that is a revenge, but you must understand that she 
is now your boss, she has the right to give you order ... you should obey your 
boss and work hard to achieve her commends. I said this not because I want 
you to be subordinated to her. Fighting against your boss will let the onlookers 
think that you are not a good employee. I want you to show your colleagues 
and other bosses that you are capable and that you can earn money for the 
company. If you perform well, they will understand you. Then, the female boss 
would not have any excuse to fire you. I know you love your company. I know 
that she loves the company too. Although she hates you, I can see that what she 
did is also for the company's sake. Thus, do not try to argue with her. Be 
patient. Good men do not compete with women (~f~/FW:tz:F,) ... 
Throughout this consultation, Auntie Fa is able to save the Mr. Li 's face and at 
the same time, she can provide useful and relevant advice to him. Therefore, Mr. Li 
is happy with the consultation and is willing to follow Auntie Fa's instruction. 
Apart from employment problems, consultation for business advices is also 
popular. It is because the uncertainty and risk on investing in a business is large. 
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Therefore, magic is used as a tool to reduce risk. Like those who face problems in 
employment, the performers may not really believe in the effect of the magic, but it 
is better than doing nothing. By finding a shaman for performing the blessing ritual 
or taking the shaman's charms and fetishes, they seem to gain some control of the 
event and that they can have more confidence on getting a good result. 
4. Family 
Family problems are also another popular subject about which the clients will 
consult the shaman. Although different clients ask Auntie Fa different types of family 
problems, it is significant that children are the focus in many of the consultations. 
Worries of the health, personality, education and future career of the child are the 
ma1n concern. 
Children 
Many clients have great anxiety towards the future of their children. This is 
partly because they are worried about the future of Hong Kong. As I mentioned 
before, the relatively unstable economic and political situation in Hong Kong has 
created great uncertainty towards the development of Hong Kong in the global world. 
As children naturally represent the future, people's anxiety about the future of Hong 
Kong is therefore "mediated via anxieties concerning children" (Evans 1997: 280). 
The changing and unsteady education system also increases parents' confusion on 
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planning their child's future education. Thus, in order to increase the child's future 
competitive ability in the society, parents are keen to ensure that their children will 
do well academically, as it is usually the basic qualification for applying for a higher 
salary job in Hong Kong. Some of them send their children overseas. Others who 
remained in the Hong Kong are sent to tutoring centers or introduced to private tutors 
to guarantee good results in school. Some of them are forced to participate in many 
extracurricular activities after school. In additional to the heavy homework from 
school and high expectations from the parents, children in Hong Kong are always 
under great pressure. In a local survey investigating the pressure problem among 
children in Hong Kong (Luo and Li 2 0 0 2 ), over seventy percent of the interviewed 
children responded that they feel pressure in their daily life. Almost forty percent of 
them think that their parents are not able to help them and twenty percent of them 
even think that their parents aggravate their pressure. Another survey, which studied 
the psychological, sexual and suicide problems, concludes that the high rate of 
teenage suicide is mainly caused by family and schools problems (Han, Lin, Lin and 
Huang 2004 ). Failing to fulfill parents' expectations becomes the main cause of the 
tragedy. Due to the high cost of raising a child in Hong Kong, people begin to give 
birth to fewer children (usually one or two children). This means that there is no one 
to share the burden. 
Although most of the parents are aware of the pressures on children to succeed 
in the modern world, they are not able to stop the situation. In many cases, they are 
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the one who force their children to take up the competition. In Chinese society, 
although children are in an inferior and marginal position (Jordan 1999, Potter 1974), 
they are the valuable investment of the family. In Hong Kong society, children are 
still supposed to take care of their parents when they grow up. Even though some of 
them may not live with the parents, they still need to give the family expense money 
(*ffl) once they start to work. Therefore, children are the economic supporters for 
their parents' future life. Many of the clients think that their life after retirement will 
be more stable if their children can get a better job and earn more money. Therefore, 
asking Auntie Fa to assist their children in study and examination is a popular request 
from the clients. 
Moreover, the changing family relation in the modem Hong Kong also 
increases the parents' anxiety towards children's future. When discussing how the 
ghost train rumor spread over Hong Kong, Grant Evans (1997: 280) mentions, 
Changing family relations in modern Hong Kong are leading to a gradual 
cultural reformulation of ideas parents have towards children. However, people 
feel they are stepping into uncharted waters and this in itself creates anxiety. 
The rapid growth of the economy has changed the social structure and people's 
lifestyle so greatly during the past 40 years. Among those changes, traditional family 
relations have received a big blow. While the highly commercialized economy 
improves people's material life, people find that they have to work even harder and 
longer in order to maintain a better living standard. In many cases, both parents need 
to work outside to support the family, leaving their children at home with their 
grandparents or the Filipino maid. A survey conducted in 2006 (Takungpao, May 14 
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2006) shows that only 40.5 percent of the mothers who had worked outside can 
spend three hours a day with their children and seventy percent of them think that 
they do not have enough communication with their children. With this fact, parents 
are worried about their children. They are afraid that their children may have secrets 
hidden from them or they may do some bad things behind their back that they cannot 
notice at once. Some of Auntie Fa's clients had expressed this concern. Mrs. Lam, a 
middle age factory worker who comes to ask Auntie Fa for her son's choice on 
promoting to F. 6, tells Auntie Fa: 
My husband and I have to work out for a long time. He is supposed to 
take care of himself when we are not at home. We are too busy to ask him what 
he did in school. He tells me that he is all right in school and I believe it. What 
can I say if he says so? We do not really know much about what our son is 
doing. However, if he does not cause any trouble, I will not care about it, 
because I have no choice. I do not have the time to do so. 
The lack of communication inevitably causes a breach between the two 
generations. The gap is then widened with the popularity of the computer. Although 
the situation has been improved in recent years (since many parents know how to use 
the computer), computers and the online networking are still unfamiliar to many 
older parents. Many clients complain that their children spent too much time on the 
computer and that they do not even know if they are playing or studying. Some of the 
clients, especially the fulltime housewives, even think that their position in the 
family has been challenged, since they do not have the respect from their children. 
Mrs. Chan, a middle age housewife, complained about her son's rebellion, telling 
Auntie Fa that her son, who is 14 years old shut himself in his room with the 
computer once he is home: 
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I do not know how to use computer, so I do not know what he is doing 
with it. He tells me that he is just doing homework, but I know that he plays 
computer games until the deep in the night. Now, he stays with the computer 
even on the holidays. 
Yet, Mrs. Chan could not prohibit her son from using the computer, because the 
school sometimes required the students to use it to do homework. Her knowing 
nothing about of the computer also caused her son's loss of respect. "He looks down 
on me and calls me 'backward' because I need to learn from him," Mrs. Chan 
grumbled with frustration. Mrs. Chan's situation is common among Auntie Fa's 
clients. As these parents are unfamiliar with information technology, they think that 
while their children rapidly adapt to the new form of society, they are left behind and 
not able to follow. This causes great anxiety to them, since their authority over their 
children has been weakened. 
Worry for the children's future career in a highly competitive society, guilt for 
pressuring their children to succeed and the gradual widened generation gap between 
the two generations cause great anxiety for the parents. In addition to the 
ever-changing educational policy, many of them have lost their direction on planning 
their children's future. When they find that they cannot control the situation and 
solve the crisis by normal methods anymore, they try to seek help from the 
supernatural. Therefore, many parents pay Auntie Fa to perform the blessing ritual 
(ffiff1i) for their children in every new year. As one of the participators comments, 
I think it is worth doing so. All mothers worry about their children. If 
performing a blessing ritual can make me relieved and think that my children 
are protected by gods and are safe from harm, I think I will still do it. 
Mrs. Chan, who is a full time housewife, even asks General Lok to adopt her 
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son as his fictive son. As she comments, "I want my son to grow up fast and healthy. 
We are poor and can give him very little. General Lok is a merciful and powerful 
deity; he can help us looking after him, making him more obedient, smarter, and 
good at school. Maybe he will then have a better future." 
In Chinese society, children are considered fragile and easy to be abused by evil 
power from the supernatural world (Potter 1974; Jordan 1999). The parents' fears 
and guilt towards their children are then easily transformed into angry and wicked 
spirits that haunt the family. Therefore, when the clients find that their children have 
some weird behavior, they suspect that ghosts or ancestors have to do with it and 
they will seek help from Auntie Fa to solve the problem. 
Marriage and Divorce 
Apart from issues concerning with children, resolving a breaking marriage is 
also another popular subject for consultation. It is surprising that many Auntie Fa's 
long-term clients face or have faced the misery that their husband had kept second 
wives (baau ji naai 1Q=~J!J) behind their back. Even though some of them got 
divorced, they continue to retain a deep bond with the shaman. 
Between 1994 and 1995, the discussions on Hong Kong men keeping mistresses 
in the Mainland China suddenly become a social focus. Television and radio talk 
shows interviewed the celebrities and the citizens for opinions on the phenomenon. 
Some of them even visited the second wives in the second wives villages (ji naai 
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cyun =~nfl) and expressed certain sympathy to these mistresses. According to the 
report conducted by Ng Man-Lun (1996) of Humboldt University of Berlin, out of 
the two million married couples in Hong Kong, about three hundred thousand 
husbands had mistresses in China. Forty percent of these extramarital affairs 
involved an enduring long-term relationship with a stable partner. 
Throughout the Chinese history, having second wives or concubines was 
considered as a privilege for rich people. The custom had continued in Hong Kong 
until the Marriage Reform Ordinance made polygyny an illegal form of marriage in 
1971. Since the establishment of the open door policy in 80s, Hong Kong residents 
have been attracted to invest or work in the Mainland China. The rapid growth of 
Chinese economy has increased the flow of labor and transportation of goods across 
the Hong Kong-China border. Many Hong Kong people found that they had to travel 
to China more frequently and some of them even had been assigned to stay there for 
a relatively long period of time. This influenced their marriage and household 
arrangement. Being away from their own family, some of these Hong Kong men 
tried to build up second 'home' in the other border. When discussed why Hong Kong 
men kept second wives in China, Kevin Murphy (1995) interviewed clinical 
psychologist Eugenie Leung, who had treated several patients with the situation, and 
received a comment on the 1nen's attitude towards having a wife, 
These men think having a wife and a home means having a place to relax, 
get a good meal, take a shower and have sex ... If they're living in two places 
because of their work they think, 'Why not have two wives? (International 
Herald Tribune, February 7 1995) 
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Loneliness, stress from work and the pressure from the peers are some of the 
factors that tempted Hong Kong men who worked in Mainland China to keep 
mistresses. The relatively different living standard between Mainland China and 
Hong Kong allowed them to support the family in China with lower expense 
(HK$2,000 to $10,000 in China, compared to Hong Kong where the rent alone might 
be that much [Tarn 1996: 119]). Therefore, men from lower class, such as container 
truck drivers, could also afford the cost. Moreover, the economic expansion in China 
also caused many young women from the rural areas to rush to the big cities for 
opportunities, only to find that job opportunity there was not as much as what they 
expected; they soon realized that they were left alone in an alien place without any 
support from their family. Instead of participating in the sex industry, being the 
mistresses of Hong Kong men seemed to be a better chance for a stable life. 
With the great demand and supply for keeping second wives, the phenomenon 
became a serious problem in Hong Kong. It had inevitably raised the public's 
attention on whether it had to make such behavior a criminal offense (United Daily 
News: 1995; International Herald Tribune: 1995). Nowadays, although news about 
Hong Kong men keeping second wives in China rarely appears in the local news, it is 
still popular in the society. As anthropologist Maria Tarn mentions in her article, the 
public and mass media had once exaggerated and emotionalized the affairs, 
eventually turning second wives as part of the everyday life. The public discussion 
had suggested an image that keeping second wives was "a necessary evil that 
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unavoidably accompanies economic development" (Tarn 1996: 128). The resistance 
to polygyny had also ironically led to the normalization of "second wives", which 
people start to see it as a common phenomenon in Hong Kong and lose interest in 
discuss it. 
According to my observation of Auntie Fa's clients, most of the wives whose 
husband had one or more than one mistress will not ask for a divorce at the early 
stage. Instead, they try to seek help from others, such as friends or relatives. When 
the opinions given by their relatives and friends cannot help to solve the problem, 
they then start to consult other people. Among the victims who I had talked to, it is 
common that most of them do not try to find any social worker or psychologist for 
help. It is because for some of them, the family business is a private issue; it should 
not go into the public (gaa eau ba tceong oi joeng ~IDt;::ftfjJ}m). Even their 
friends and relatives recommend them not to speak it loud. Besides, some of them do 
not know how to consult these professionals and some are not willing to pay the high 
fees for the service. 
Normally, the clients do not want to believe that their husband is the one who 
started the extramarital relation. Instead, they tend to blame the mistresses for 
seducing their husband. Some of them may even think that the mistresses will use 
supernatural methods to succeed. "The wu lei zing (fox spirit jJTijJ.ffi, a title for 
spiteful women) must have used magic or witchcraft to entice my husband." It is one 
of the most common sentences I had heard from these clients during the consultation. 
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Without knowing who and where the mistress is, the wives can do nothing except 
questioning their husband about it. Others who had questioned their husband about 
the mistress may receive direct denial from their husband. In order to know the 
"truth", many clients come and ask Auntie Fa to use their supernatural power for 
spying their husband and searching out the mistresses. They are trying to figure out 
the condition, so that they can get more control over the situation. In their mind, 
while the social workers and the psychologists are seen as the professions in the 
modern world and the representative voice of the public, a shaman is considered as 
the secret helper that is out of the sight of the public. Auntie Fa tells jokes and plays 
games with her clients, which eventually creates a warm and friendly atmosphere 
during the consultation. Many of the clients have developed friendship with her. 
According to one client's opinion, Auntie Fa is not only a shaman, but also her friend. 
Therefore, she is more willing to tell a shaman about her husband's affairs. 
Although the main reason for the wives to consult a shaman is to "win their 
husband back", what they really want is the emotional support from others and it is 
particularly true for fulltime housewives, especially those who are new immigrants 
and who belong to the lower class. Most of these housewives are not well educated 
and they have little working experience. Once their husband abandons them, they are 
not likely to have the ability to support themselves and their children . . Amy, who is 
divorced, tells me how she felt when she knew about her husband's affair and how 
Auntie Fa had helped her a lot during her hard time: 
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... She gives me support and comfort. At that time, I was very upset and 
frightened. If he (her husband) left us for that woman, there would be no one 
who could support us. I had three children and they were still very young. I 
could not support the family by myself. I could not take care of my children 
and at the same time go out to earn enough money for the family. I did not 
know what to do. My friends and relatives gave me many opinions, but they 
did not really help. Some of them asked me to get a divorce. Some of them 
told me to accept it and pretend that nothing had happened. All these different 
opinions made tne even more depressed ... Auntie Fa helped me analyze the 
situation. She knew that I had suffered a lot and it was not my fault. She said 
that my husband was naughty. He was lewd (haam sap ~1~) and he liked 
pretty young women. Therefore, he hid a beautiful woman in Mainland China. 
Yet, she told me that if I got divorce from my husband, I might not get much 
for my alimony. I was not young and I had three children, it was not likely that 
someone would try to marry me. Divorce was what the woman (the mistress) 
wanted: to let my husband divorce me, so that she could be the first wife. I 
should not let her get what she wanted. I had seen other shamans (she called 
them god granny t$~), all of them just knew how to defraud me of my 
money. They told you that if you gave them so much money, they would help 
me get back my husband. I would not lie to you. I admit that I had given them 
a certain amount of money and I very much regret it. However, Auntie Fa is 
not like them. At that time, I had asked her to enchant my husband like the wu 
lei zing (Jll15f~~), but she refused to do that. She told me that she could help 
me break the wuleizing's witchcraft, but she would not help me bewitch my 
husband. It was because it was the wu lei zing's fault to intervene in my and 
my husband's marriage. However, if I tried to bewitch my husband, it became 
my fault, because I was harming my husband and I was not being a good wife. 
She said that I should use my true heart to reawaken his love for our children 
and before doing anything to get my husband back, I should become a good 
wife and a good mother first myself, so that no one could slander my children 
and me when they knew about the situation. Auntie Fa asked me to cheer up, 
not for my husband, but for my children, because they loved me. I should not 
let them worry about me. She told me that my husband had not requested a 
divorce with me and he continued to give me home expense money. It showed 
that he still cared about us and was not planning to leave us at least in the near 
term. That meant I still had the chance to bring him back from the wu lei 
zing ... 
Amy considered that Auntie Fa's words were powerful and irresistible. She 
believed that the shaman had thought about her feelings and situation. Her opinion 
was useful and it gave her hope in rescuing the marriage. Although Amy did divorce 
her husband in the end, she regarded it as her own fault, since she was the one who 
disobeyed Auntie Fa's command, which led to her divorce . 
. . . It was my fault. Auntie Fa asked me to be patient, but I was not able to 
hide my anger towards my husband. We argued with each other all the time. 
Therefore, he always ran away and did not come back home for months ... 
After I had divorced my husband, Auntie Fa still supported me. She was 
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willing to listen to my complaints. She told me not to worry because she would 
help me settle down. She always gave me gifts every time I came to see her. 
She even helped me find a job. Auntie Fa was like my parents (~~xB). I 
really thank her for her help ... 
In this case, Amy does not mention about how Auntie Fa performs magic or 
supernatural power to save her marriage. Rather, she emphasizes how Auntie Fa 
advises her in improving her relationship with her husband and helps her settle down 
when she gets divorced. For Amy, Auntie FC;l is potent and powerful because the 
emotional and physical supports the shaman provided had assisted her pass through 
the hard time. 
Normally, clients visit Auntie Fa because they have experienced misfortunes 
and uncertainties in their life. By requesting consultation from the supernatural, they 
hope that the shaman can help them solve their problems that cannot be solved (or 
easily solved) through the human power. Shamanism gives them a way to express 
their anxiety and discontent towards the society. Through the consultation, the 
shaman tries to restore her clients back to the modern and highly competitive society, 
and in some terms, really solves the clients' problems. 
5. Consultation on the Traditional Customs 
Apart from great misfortunes and uncertainties, many clients also visit Auntie 
Fa for consultation on preparing different kinds of religious and Chinese traditional 
ceremonies and rituals, such as wedding ceremony, worship in festivals and funeral. 
In their eyes, Auntie Fa is not only a person who has supernatural power to perform 
202 
miracles; she is also a religious specialist who has expert knowledge on traditional 
customs. Therefore, when the clients have questions on preparing offerings for the 
lunar New Years or Hungry Ghost Festival, they will ask for Auntie Fa's opinion. 
When they forget when the birthday of a deity is or what the procedure of welcoming 
a deity statue to one's house is, they will consult Auntie Fa's opinions. 
Most of these clients who ask for advice on traditional customs are young and 
middle age female clients. In Chinese society, women still take up the role to serve 
the family altar. They are responsible for preparing the religious ceremonies in a 
family. The newcomers will then inherit the knowledge from the older female 
members. Yet, religious specialists are still needed to assist the performance of some 
special ceremonies, such as funeral and exorcist rituals, etc. Nowadays, due to the 
high cost of living and the high price of buying flat in Hong Kong, people tend to 
live in small nuclear family. Living away from the other kinship members, some 
female clients may hardly receive any knowledge of traditional customs from older 
kinfolk. Thus, Auntie Fa's instruction becomes the main sourc_e_ . of reference for the 
ritual performances that they can depend on. Therefore, there are clients who come to 
ask Auntie Fa for advice on the offerings, the setting and procedure for rituals and 
ceremonies. 
Apart from rich knowledge on the traditional customs, Auntie Fa also has deep 
relationship with several Buddhist temples. Her network with these religious 
organizations also helps to increase her reputation among her clients. For example, 
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Mrs. Kwan, a middle age Hokkienese housewife, would like to organize a Buddhist 
mass (1!$) for her deceased father-in-law45 . However, she has no idea on how to 
organize a memorial ceremony. During the consultation, Auntje Fa first asks Mrs. 
Kwan whether she would like a Taoist or Buddhist mass. Mrs. Kwan tells her that 
she needs a Buddhist one. Then, Auntie Fa contacts the administrator of a Buddhist 
temple in North Point by phone and introduces Mrs. K wan to the administrator for 
further discussion on the details of the memorial ceremony. Mrs. K wan comments on 
Auntie Fa's ability, 
She is a good shaman (she addresses her as a ki-ka tiL J1&P). She has a deep 
understanding on this area (supernatural and religious realm). When you ask 
her things about worshipping deities (fft$), there is nothing she could not 
answer or do. I think a good shaman should be like that. If Auntie Fa does not 
give the administrator's phone number, I may not be able to fulfill my 
father-in-law's will. Well, it is not really unable to do so, but it will first waste 
a lot of my time ... 
Understanding that most Hong Kong people have busy life, Auntie Fa will try to 
simplify the procedure of the ritual for her clients, so as Auntie Fa says, "to reduce 
the client's (financial and time) burden and at the same time, satisfy the deities and 
the ancestors' need" and this is appreciated by her clients. Mrs. Ng, a 43 
year-old-Cantonese woman who has worked as a senior manager In a company, 
comes to ask Auntie Fa the best day for performing the house decoration ceremony46 . 
45 Mrs. Kwan explains that she had a dream of her father-in-law last night. He would like her to 
organize a big memorial ceremony during the coming anniversary of his death. He wanted her to 
invite monks to chant the Buddhist sutras, so that it can help him and other wandering ghosts to reborn 
again more quickly. Mrs. Kwan agree with her father-in-law's request, however, she has no idea on 
how to organize a memorial ceremony and she does not know any monks or people from the temples. 
Therefore, she thinks of Auntie Fa, whom she regards as the expert of supernatural and religious 
things. 
46 As Auntie Fa mentions, a ceremony has to be performed to inform the deities in the flat when a 
house is going to be decorated. During the ceremony, the ritual performer has to prepare six Buddhist 
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Although Mrs. Ng says that she is not a Buddhist and is not enthusiastic in any 
religious activities, she is willing to hold the house decoration ceremony in order to 
avoid any troubles that may be happened during the decoration period. "I do not 
know whether the ceremony really help to prevent any harms happened during the 
decoration, but I would feel safer and more relieved after I had performed the 
ceremony," Mrs. Ng comments. 
However, the "good day" given by Auntie Fa happens to fall on Mrs. Ng's 
working day; Mrs. N g is afraid that she may not have enough time to complete the 
ceremony. Instead of changing the day of the ceremony, Auntie Fa recommends Mrs. 
Ng a simple and quick method for the preparation of the offerings, the six Buddhist 
dishes (7\~), which is the most time-consuming task. Auntie Fa tells Mrs. Ng that 
she can replace the six dishes of Buddhist cuisines with fruits, dry food (such as 
peanuts, instant noodles with vegetable flavor or dry mushroom) and canned food. 
Auntie Fa explains that the six Buddhist dishes (7\~) are only a symbol to show 
respect to the deities, people do not really need to prepare six vegetarian dishes for 
the ceremony. Using fruits, dry food and canned food as offerings can be more easily 
handled and managed. Ones can still show their sincerity to the deities if they can 
spend more money on the food. 
After the consultation, Mrs. N g is pleased to hear the advice and she comments, 
dishes (7\~) with joss paper to every deity in the flat. S/he has to light three sticks of incense and use 
them to worship the four concerns of the flat. The purposes of the ceremony are to give apology to the 
deities for the disturbance and to ask for the deities', especially the earth god's, blessing and 
protection for the construction. After the decoration , another ceremony will be performed to honor the 
deities and to bring peace to the flat. 
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"If Auntie Fa had not told me that, I would have cooked a several dishes for the 
ceremony. Now she tells me that I can use dry food as the offerings. It will be even 
more convenient. I do not need to be afraid that I will be late for work." 
6. Curiosity 
There are also people who come to visit the shaman due to great curiosity on 
the supernatural and shamanic world. Stella, a 26-years-old airport officer who visits 
Auntie Fa with her mother for the first time, admits that her intention for seeing 
Auntie Fa is not because she has faced great uncertainty or that she has strong belief 
in th~ shamanic power. Rather, her visit is out of her strong curiosity about the spirit 
world and the mysterious creatures, such as ghosts and spirits. Although her request 
for a fortune telling from the shaman is due to her need for advice on her future 
career, she also tries to use the consultation as a test for the shaman's power and a 
chance for exploring the unknown world, 
When I was small, I always saw my mother asking these people (the 
shamans) for fortunes and advice. I rarely went with her to see the shamans, 
since my mother said that it was not good for a child to have contact with them. 
Therefore, I was curious whether these women really had the power. I asked 
my mother if they were potent. She told me that some of them were liars, but 
some of them really were masters. I know that my mother believes in it 
because she has the experience, but I do not really know if it is only 
coincidence or something supernatural is existed in the world. Therefore, I 
decide to see a real shaman (God granny :f$~) and judge it by myself. If her 
fortune telling is believable, then it may prove that there is really something 
that cannot be explained by science ... 
It is obvious that Stella has learned some knowledge on shamanism from her 
mother and the mass media (such as movies and TV programs). She tries to testify 
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the ability of the shaman in order to clarify her prospective towards the supernatural 
and the unknown. Although Stella has given enough respect to Auntie Fa's advice 
during the consultation, she remains skeptical. "I think her (Auntie Fa) words about 
my character and my childhood are quite accurate, but maybe it is just because she 
knows it from my look. I do not really know. It's better to keep some skepticism 
towards it." However, Stella has followed Auntie Fa's advice to buy a jade monkey 
for improving her love relation. When I ask her for the reason, she just says, "If 
carrying a jade monkey can improve my love relation, it is worth trying. I am 
curious of what will happen if I follow her instruction. After all, I do not lose much, 
except for $1 0." 
In fact, Stella is not the only one who has given me such opinions. The young 
newcomers, especially those who have received a Hong Kong education, tend to 
portray similar feelings towards shamanism. On one hand, they are fascinated by the 
mysterious image of shamans and their practices. On the other hand, the education 
they received discourages them to take shamanism as a serious matter. During my 
observation, several of my friends request me to bring them to see Auntie Fa. The 
reason is not that they believe the shaman is powerful, but that they have questions 
about whether a real shaman is the same as what they see in the movies or television 
dramas. Most of them have interest in the supernatural world and at the same time, 
have some knowledge on shamanism (whether from dramas or from their parents). 
Some of them have adopted the images of man 1nai po (Fo~*~) portrayed in the 
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horror ·movies, seeing shamans as someone who can communicate with the dead and 
can use their power to change someone's fortune. For them, shamanism is not a 
superstitious thing, but something which is quite dangerous and fascinating. As one 
of my informants, Pauline, who is still a university student, said, "It is exciting but 
dangerous. I won't try it if you don't know the shamans (she addresses them as man 
mai po) well because they are heterodox (ha uce ~-T;f~). I really want to try once in 
my life." For her, the supernatural world is an unknown area that is mysterious and 
dangerous, but at the same time, interesting and stimulating. Visiting a shaman is like 
an adventure, an excitement and even a kind of entertainment. 
It is undeniable that most of the young clients come with some degree of 
curiosity on the power of the shaman in their first visit. For these clients, they usually 
have the least trust in the shaman's power. They rarely visit Auntie Fa and most of 
the time, they do not return once their curiosity on supernatural world had been 
fulfilled. Yet, they may also be the potential followers of the shaman when their trust 
eventually builds up after several satisfied consultations. Cindy, a 28 year-old senior 
buyer who knows about Auntie Fa through my introduction, is now one of Auntie 
Fa's regular clients. Cindy is not a Buddhist and she does not worship any deities or 
go to temples. However, she has learned about shamanism from her grandmother and 
Hong Kong horror movies, such as the Troublesome Night series47 . In her mind, a 
47 The Troublesome Night series are series of Hong Kong horror movies. Although they do not have a 
particular movie focusing on the topic of shamanism, a man mai po (usually played by the actress 
Helen Law) is always placed in the movie as the key character that teaches the other characters (and 
the audience) the knowledge for the Chinese supernatural realm and helps the main characters to 
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shaman (man mai po) is someone who has special power and is able to deal with the 
supernatural. One day, Cindy's boyfriend has faced problem on his career. At first, 
Cindy is trying to find a fortuneteller for him. However, when she knows that I have 
befriended a shaman (man mai po ), she becomes excited and insists on bringing him 
to Auntie Fa. As Cindy explains, "I haven't met a man mai po before. I am curious of 
how a real man mai po will look like. I think a fortuneteller is similar to a man mai 
po, but a man mai po is even more powerful because they can contact with the deities 
and the ghosts, like the man mai po I have seen in the movies." 
After the consultation, Cindy had given Auntie Fa's performance a positive 
comment. Later, she had arranged several meetings with Auntie Fa herself to discuss 
her plan for starting a jewelry shop. She claims that Auntie Fa has helped her and her 
boyfriend in their career and business. The trust then eventually builds up and drives 
her to believe in the shaman's power. 
Justifying to the Skeptics 
It is obvious that most of Auntie Fa's clients realize the belief in shamanism is 
some how contradictory to the society's secular ideology. Although the Hong Kong 
SAR government promotes the freedom of religion, Chinese shamanism has never 
been viewed as a form of traditional practice as shamanism was in Korea (Kim 2003: 
208-209). Rather, it is portrayed either as a form of superstition or as entertainment 
defeat the evil spirits. 
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through the mass media, which is used to create the dramatic atmosphere in dramas 
or festivals, such as the Hungry Ghost festival and Halloween. It is hardly taken 
seriously as a form of religion and it remains private and underground. One of the 
reasons for the marginalized situation of shamanism is its lack of a standardization 
and institutionalization. When I mentioned I was going to start research on 
shamanism, although many of my friends and classmates showed great interest in it, 
they questioned its authenticity. Some of them even think that shamanism is only a 
form of ancient psychological therapy used to solve our ancestors' fear to the 
unknown. Once we have enough knowledge on the nature and advanced technology 
on solving human daily problems, it will gradually disappear from the modem world 
where science has replaced religion to be the main medium in representing the 
"ultimate truth". 
Facing such reality, even Auntie Fa's long-term clients sense the tension 
between the magical practices and the mundane physical life. "My granddaughter 
had asked me not to come, because she thinks it is not scientific and she is afraid that 
I will be cheated" Mrs. Fu said, admitting that her visit to Auntie Fa's apartment has 
sometimes raised disagreement in her family. Yet, like other informants, she has her 
own way of justifying her belief and behavior. Her reply to her granddaughter's 
worry is also a common answer for responding the skeptics: "They don't believe it 
because they don't have the experience. It is hard to explain how potent Auntie Fa's 
shamanic ability is; you have to try it and feel it yourself. After all, it is everyone's 
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right to choose what s/he wants to believe." 
Although most of my informants admit that they rarely think about the conflict 
of their belief with the scientific system of knowledge, many of them have clear view 
on justifying their involvement in shamanism once they have been challenged. 
1. Superstition and Rationality 
One of the discussions I had with my informants is on how they defend their 
belief to the others who consider that shamanism is a superstition and the behavior in 
visiting the shaman is superstitious. To my surprise, several clients admit that 
shamanism is a superstition and their visit to the shaman is superstitious. Later, I find 
out that they have different perceptions on the meaning of the word. For them, 
"superstition" is a neutral term used to describe all the beliefs and activities 
connected with the supernatural. However, after I had clarified superstition as 
irrational fear and belief of what is unknown and mysterious, most of them readjust 
their opinion to justify their participation in shamanic activities to be rational in the 
modem day. 
Although different clients have different ideas on the topic, common 
tendencies emerge among different age groups and education levels. It seems that 
older clients who have not received Hong Kong education tend to be disinterested in 
the discussion. For them, shamanism and the shaman's power are always real 
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because they are derived from the spirit world. As the spirit world exists in parallel 
with the mundane world, there is no need for argument if shamanism is real or not. 
What can be challenged is whether the shaman is a liar or a powerful practitioner. 
Stella's mother, Mrs. Lam, a Cantonese housewife in her 60s who asks Auntie 
Fa to give her a fortune telling on her and her children, is confused by my question. 
She asks me if I do not believe in shamanism, then why I come here for observation. 
I tell her that I am doing a research on why people still believe in shamanism in the 
modern day. With some degree of surprise, Mrs. Lam replies, "You young people 
know nothing." In her opinion, I am too naive and too ignorant in saying that 
shamanism_ may only be a superstition. Only people in her age can understand its 
ability. She then adds, 
So many things in the world are unexplainable. However, it does not 
mean that they do not exist just because you cannot explain them. The shaman 
(she addresses Auntie Fa as man mai po) can tell you things happened in your 
house, even though you had not told anyone about them. For example, last 
time, I have not told anyone that my cousin had got into troubles, but when I 
asked the shaman to have a fortune-telling for my cousin, she said that my 
cousin was in danger of going to jail. She was right, because my cousin had a 
fight with someone. He injured him badly and now the victim was going to sue 
him. 
In order to learn more about her attitude towards shamanism, I suggested that 
the spirit world is only human's imagination for handling misfortunes and 
uncertainties. For her cousin's case, it may be a coincidence that the shaman had 
luckily guessed the situation right. Mrs. Lam is upset by my suggestion and speaks, 
Souls and spirits really exist in the world. Even westemers who worship 
gods (ff _t $8~, which includes Catholic and Protestants) believe that there 
are souls, therefore, humans definitely have souls! There are also Hell and 
Buddha. If not, why do so many people believe in them? It is because they are 
real. Shamans (man mai po) help us communicate with the gods and ghosts. 
They are powerful. Don't be so impolite to challenge them or you will be 
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punished ... 
For clients as Mrs. Lam, the knowledge of the supernatural has become a 
taken-for-granted common sense. They learn about it from their kinsmen and 
experience its existence through rituals in festivals or stories in mythology. It has 
perpetuated into their everyday life. Therefore, the existence of the spirit world and 
shamanism is as normal and usual as the fact that the sun rises from the East and 
goes down from the West. Chinese supernatural world is derived from animism with 
the combination of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. Therefore, the 
philosophies of the spirit world (includes the reincarnation and karma) reflect 
people's cosmology and their value judgment in the living world. It is also integrated 
with the traditional social and moral values to become part of the Chinese cultural 
belief system. To say that shamanism and the spirit world are only superstitions is 
challenging their perception of the world. Therefore, it makes them feel upset and 
annoyed. 
Quite the opposite, younger clients and those who have received a Hong Kong 
education tend to be more aware of the contradiction between the belief system of 
shamanism and the teachings they had learned from school. I find that most of them 
are trying to find a balance between these two systems of knowledge. Alice, a 
26-year-old merchandiser, comments, 
Well, in school, we are taught to think logically and rationally. Although 
our teachers tell us to respect other people's religion, they advise us to avoid 
being too involved in supernatural activities, such as playing dip sin (~{LfJ) 
and bat sin (~{!lJ). In their opinion, shamanism (man n1ai) is different from 
Christianity and Buddhism. For those are good religions, shamanism is just a 
Chinese traditional superstition that should be avoided as possible. 
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However, instead of adopting her teachers' attitudes towards shamanism, Alice 
participated in shamanic activities after she had started to work. When I ask Alice the 
reason, she answers that because she had experience the potency of Auntie Fa, 
therefore, she gradually believes in the reality of shamanism. Alice says, 
I think that rather than only a superstition, shamanism is a way for 
problem solving. Science and modern technology are the other ways. 
Although I do not really understand the Chinese supernatural world and 
remain skeptical towards the spirit world, I still think shamanism is 
potent and real, because it really can help me solve problems and make 
good decisions, even though the methods may be weird to some people. 
You think shamanism is strange and weird only because you are not 
familiar with it ... There are so many things that I cannot understand and 
explain, but I will not try to investigate them all, because there is no 
need for it. What I care about is whether they are useful to me. I do not 
know why the airplane can fly in the sky, but I know it can transport me 
from one place to the other and that is enough. I do not really know if 
the shaman derives her power from the deities, but I won't think too 
much about it as long as she keeps providing me good advice. 
Shamanism is real for me in this sense ... 
Like many other young clients, rather than emphasizing the supernatural power 
of shamanism (since it has been considered as irrational according to the secular 
ideology), Alice tries to remind its secular functions. She considers that like science 
and modern technology, shamanism is a useful way for problem solving. Thus, it 
does not really matter whether it is derived from the supernatural power or scientific 
explanation. 
Although there are some differences between the clients' reaction towards the 
topic, several general points are used to defend shamanism from superstition: 
Two Worlds 
The 'two worlds' explanation is one of the main justifications for the clients. It 
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IS said that there are two worlds in the universe: the supernatural world and the 
mundane physical world. They are like the two faces of a coin, which are different in 
nature, but at the same time, are closely related to one another. The mundane 
physical world is the world we live in. It follows the law of physics and can be 
explained by modern science. In the supernatural world, there exist the gods, ghosts 
and other unknown forces. Normal living humans cannot enter or get control on this 
world, even though they are deeply influenced by it. As it is a different world from 
the mundane world, it does not follow the rules of the mundane world; hence, it 
cannot be comprehended by the modem rational mind. Shamanism is a form of 
religion used to communicate with the supernatural world. Its principles and rituals 
should not be understood through usual terms. Therefore, using scientific methods to 
clarify shamanism as superstition 1s not appropriate. Mrs. Chang, a 
Cantonese-speaking housewife in her 60s who had migrated from Mainland China in 
the 70s, asks Auntie Fa to help her in court for a business dispute. She explains the 
relationship between the two worlds and shamanism in defending shamanism from 
being a superstition, 
No, I don't think it (shamanism) is a superstition. If it is only a 
superstition, it cannot help me solve many of my problems. It is useful and 
potent. Some people say that shamanism (she addresses it as man n1ai) is not 
scientific enough, but they (science and shamanism) do not belong to the same 
realm. There are two worlds in this universe. One is the superficial world (the 
mundane physical world) and the other is the inner world (the supernatural 
world). Those science and (modem) medicines treat the superficial world. Our 
body and things that we can see belong to the superficial world. Therefore, the 
medicine can heal our sickness and cars can bring us to different places. 
However, ghosts and deities belong to the inner world. Most of us cannot use 
our human eyes (juk ngaan ~§,N) to see them until we die. There are people 
saying that they cannot see the heaven beyond the cloud and they cannot find 
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Soeng ngo (tl'ffltzfX)48 on the moon. Of course, they cannot see them, because 
they are in the different realms of the world. All those things belong to the 
inner world and we can only see them after we had died. Those scientists are 
too arbitrary to say that there is no gods. They are artificial ... 
Like many other of Auntie Fa's clients, Mrs. Chang emphasizes that there are 
two worlds, the superficial world (the mundane physical world) and the other is the 
inner world (the supernatural world), in the universe. People have to deal with 
different things that happen in the mundane world, yet not all of us can solve things 
caused by gods and ghosts. Therefore, people, such as shaman, monks and Taoist 
priests, exist to handle the work. As Mrs. Chang states, "It is very normal and natural 
to have shamans, just like there are lawyers and rubbish collectors. Because we 
cannot handle all the things ourselves, therefore, we need other people's help." 
Shamans become the medium of the two worlds and are thus important and useful. 
Ella, the young Cantonese land agent who visits Auntie Fa for healing, 
considers that the Chinese supernatural is irrational when it has to be proved by 
modem scientific approach. However, if we use the Buddhist or Taoist teachings to 
explain its formation and operation, it becomes clear and simple: 
... The superficial world follows the law of physics and other scientific 
assumptions. In this area, modem science has a deep investigation on the 
causation and formation of things and events. Therefore, through science, we 
know that there are four seasons, since the earth rotates around the sun. 
However, we cannot use Science to fully explain the things Auntie Fa dealt 
with. Fate, fortune, gods, ghosts and witchcraft are not usual things. They are 
supernatural. Supernatural needs supernatural to explain and deal with . For 
example, my friend's husband and his colleagues travel to China for business. 
They have an accident on the road. My friend's husband is luckily not injured; 
however, one of his colleagues had been crashed down by a bus and died. Both 
of them are sitting in the same taxi, yet one is alive and one is dead. The 
scientists will say it is probability. They may continue to explain that the taxi 
driver is careless. However, why is it so? Why it is the colleague not my 
friend's husband who has the misfortune? Auntie Fa tells us that it's because 
48 Soe ngngo (tz'mfrft) is a goddess who has lived on the moon in Chinese popular religions. 
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my husband's friend had cheated someone and caused him losing all his money. 
That person wanted revenge, thus, he did sorcery on him to cause him damage. 
Her friend's husband was happened to be brought into the curse unluckily. 
However, as he was a good person, he treated other people well. Thus, his 
good deeds protected him from the accident. It's Buddhist karma. Everyone 
receives his/her own fruit. Bad people will have bad end. Good people have 
good harvest and wi 11 be protected ... 
Apart from stating the differences between the supernatural world and the 
mundane world, Ell a has given the 'two worlds' theory a more complicated example. 
Even though the car accident is a mundane event, she has considered that it also 
involves the supernatural phenomenon and finally accepted the explanation of the 
religious teaching (Buddhist karma). For Ella, modern science is only one of the 
knowledge systems that can be used to explain the causation of events. While the 
explanation of random probability is not enough to ease Ella and her friend's anxiety 
towards this shocking misfortune, the value of the Buddhist teaching is able to 
reduce their anxiety and give them a sense of order for life. Like witchcraft in 
Azande (Evans-Pritchard 197 6), the supernatural world and the explanation of karma 
are the "second spear" for explaining particular misfortune. 
Science and Chinese Culture 
Apart from the 'two worlds' theory, Auntie Fa's clients also justify shamanism 
through the limitation of science. When I ask Auntie Fa her opinion on defining the 
relationship between shamanism and the modern society, Auntie Fa opens one of the 
Buddhist publications, which she has given me, and reads out a small paragraph from 
it: 
In the unseen world where forces are governing our lives, there exist 
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many incomprehensible things. Yet, it does not mean that they are irrelevant to 
scientific principles, but that the standard of the modern science at present is 
unable to give them explanations (~~z cp ' /fPJ fEl~~B~J$~FJftBJ~ ' :illz~F 
/ff--i=-@!f4~~JJ. ' R~ § 131JBJf4~~1*~~BJ.HffiB) (So 2004: 1) 
She considers that the shamanic power in fact does not contradict with the 
modem science, what makes shamanism appear to be against the scientific 
knowledge is that shamanism is an abstruse phenomenon which can barely be 
detected at today's technological level. However, Auntie Fa thinks that one day 
people will understand the power of shamanism once our technology is advanced 
enough to give it the proof. 
In fact, many clients have similar opinion with Auntie Fa. They know that the 
scientific knowledge system has become the main interpreter of rationality in most 
industrialized societies. However, they also realize that even though the modem 
science helps us learn much more about the world we lived in, it still fails to explain 
or solve many problems, such as death, disease and natural disasters. They believe 
our technological and scientific level is still not advanced enough to answer all the 
human questions. Shamanism has been considered as a superstition mainly because it 
cannot be proved by modem science. However, it does not follow that believing in 
shamanism is irrational or illogical, since what the clients experienced as valid, 
proves that it is real. What is the reality is that the current standard of scientific 
knowledge is not enough to give it an explanation. In other words, our science is too 
backward to discover the true meaning of shamanism. 
Pauline, one of Auntie Fa's students who are In her mid 30s, replies that 
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although shamanism may be deemed as backward and heterodox, it should be real. 
Like Mrs. Fu, she thinks that it is hard to convince people of its potency unless they 
have tried it themselves. Instead of emphasizing the existence of the Chinese 
supernatural world as evidence for supporting her viewpoint, Pauline justifies her 
point of view through emphasizing the limitation of today's science. She points out, 
Shamanism is said to be superstition because we cannot use any scientific 
methods to prove that it is real. However, it may be because that our 
technological development is not advanced enough to detect its existence ... 
Auntie Fa is very potent (leng 11). When I ask her to have afengshui telling of 
my flat, she can tell you what your home setting is, such as how many rooms 
in the flat or where my bedroom is. That is amazing. Therefore, what you 
cannot see does not mean that they do not exist. I had seen a TV show on 
Pearl49 several years ago. It is about how the scientists try to investigate what 
'soul' really is. At the end of the program, even though the scientists suggest 
that the so-called 'soul travel' is in fact a biological and chemical reaction in 
our brain; they still cannot explain the causation of some of the out-of-body 
experiences. I say this not because I think that western science is bad. I 
appreciate science and I think that the scientific discoveries have improved our 
life, but it is not perfect. There are still many things around the world that are 
unknown to us. Sometimes, what you cannot see or hear do not mean-that they 
are not existed. I have never seen an alien, but I definitely believe that there are 
other species, which have a higher civilization than us, in the outer space and 
they had made contact with some of us. I know in the past, many scientists 
thought that there were no E.G. in the world and that the evidences were only 
the reporters own imagination. Now, I can say that no one is dared to declare 
that there is no UFO or aliens ... The human technological level is still very 
low. I think that one day, when our technology is advanced enough to 
communicate with the aliens; the scientists may be able to find out that the 
spirit world really exits and the potency of shamanism is a normal reality .. . 
The limitation of scientific explanation and people's curiosity for the unknown 
world give the clients a way to justify their belief in shamanism as a useful and 
undiscovered treasure for understanding the world. 
Other clients have an interesting interpretation of the relationship between 
shamanism and science. They think that while science Is a western product, 
shamanism is part of the Chinese culture. Both science and shamanism are useful for 
49 Pearl is one of the free-to-air TV channel in Hong Kong. 
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solving human problems. However, the scientists and the westerners always think 
that they are superior to the others. When they cannot understand the phenomenon of 
shamanism, they ignore it and look down on it. Therefore, the word 'superstition' is a 
highly emotional and political term used by the westerners to discriminate against 
'others' and it is in fact a cultural invasion. Mr. Wong, the 56 year-old businessman, 
comments that Chinese shamanism has its cultural significance in Chinese history. It 
has its value even in the modem society. He admits that shamanism is a superstition, 
but not because it is charlatanism or irrational. It is a superstition because the 
westerners and scientists had labeled it as superstition. The Hong Kong young people 
receive British education, thus, they had influenced by it and think that the Chinese 
traditional customs are backward and irrational. However, he thinks that the cause of 
this phenomenon is political. He explained that Hong Kong had been a British colony. 
The British government did not want the Hong Kong people to rebel against them; 
therefore, they used their education to control the young people. They taught them to 
appreciate the western culture and teachings. They criticized the Chinese traditional 
customs and labeled them as backward, so that people would hate their own culture. 
Mr. Wong thinks that Chinese shamanism (he addresses it as woo l[{,~J) has existed 
for over 3000 years. It is real and useful. That is why so many people still believe in 
it and find it potent. It is our ancestor's wisdom. The westerners are ethnocentric 
enough to discriminate against it as a superstition. 
Senoia, a 28-year-old primary school teacher, considers that shamanism is a 
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superstition because she has taught to classify it as irrational belief. However, she 
disagrees with this and regards the classification as not objective: 
Calling shamanism (man mai) or shamans as superstition are the 
prejudice of the westerners and scientists on our culture. They do not 
understand our culture, therefore, they use 'superstition' to degrade others 
and raise their own status. I don't think believing in Jesus is more rational 
than believing in shamans. They both are able to help their believers reduce 
anxiety and gain peace of mind. Therefore, they are all useful. 
Personal Experience 
"Other people's word is not always accurate. You must experience it yourself, 
so that you can have your own judgment," one of Auntie Fa's clients says on the 
potency of shamanism. While facing challenge of the outsiders, many of Auntie Fa's 
clients try to use their own experience to explain the power of shamanism. These 
personal experiences then become the evidences for the potency of the shaman, 
which strengthens the client's justification of shamanism as useful and practical 
method for problem solving. 
During my observation, I found that while waiting at the line for the 
consultation, the clients (sometimes Ah Wa will also discuss these cases with the 
clients) will share their or other peoples experience with one another. Stories about 
how Auntie Fa helps the clients succeed in business, saves a life, and conquers a 
ghost or disenchanted witchcraft and sorcery spread among the clients. Some of these 
stories are dramatic, but all are vivid in showing the great power of the shaman. The 
sharing of the experience in some way builds up the shaman's reputation and 
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strengthens the clients' (especially the newcomers') trust in Auntie Fa. Auntie Fa's 
adopted son Ah Ming, who is a shaman in a temple, remember his first meeting with 
Auntie Fa. He tells me that he had heard two women talking about their personal 
experiences on Auntie Fa's shamanic power during a bus ride in Shenzhen. After 
hearing the women's mention of the shaman's address, Ah Ming decided to visit 
Auntie Fa and after the meeting, he felt that Auntie Fa is powerful and he became her 
fictive son since then. 
Apart from this, the client's personal experiences are also vivid evidence to 
overcome clients' skepticism towards the shaman's ability when failure of the 
shamanic practices occurs. During my interviews, I asked my informants whether 
Auntie Fa has once failed to fulfill their request. Most of them admit that although 
Auntie Fa is powerful, there are still cases that they think the shaman does not 
provide a satisfactory result. However, while talking about these cases, the clients 
tend to use their past experience to justify the power of the shaman. The cases of 
failure are then viewed as typical special cases that are not enough to shake the 
reputation of the shaman among the clients. For example, I once asked a client why 
she still visits Auntie Fa when she thinks that Auntie Fa has failed to help her 
daughter get into the university. The client replies that although Auntie Fa has failed 
to help her elder daughter get into the university, she had successfully helped her 
younger daughter promote to F. 6 and she had also helped her son find a job in the 
company he liked. With the past successful consultations, the client is willing to give 
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Auntie Fa a second chance in getting her elder daughter a high diploma. 
2. Rational Usage of Shamanism 
Most of the clients consider that shamanism is useful because it is a method 
for problem solving, while searching help from friends, doctors, social workers, 
professions or psychologists are the other kinds of methods. In many cases, clients 
will choose the most suitable methods for dealing different kinds of problems. Many 
of them claim that they only seek help from Auntie Fa when they think that their 
problems could no longer be solved by normal human power. One example is on the 
issue of healing. As I have mentioned, most of the clients ask Auntie Fa for healing 
rheumatism, enterogastritis and massage therapy. It is not only because Auntie Fa is 
said to be good at dealing with these illness, it is also because the modem medicine 
has not effectively treated these symptoms. Therefore, clients with cancers and other 
kinds of incurable illness are also common. While other modem methods cannot heal 
the clients' sickness, they turn to other kinds of treatment, such as Chinese medicine 
or Chinese hei gong (~Jjj; qigong in Mandarin) etc. Chinese shamanism is one of 
the traditional practices that can be used for healing; hence, the clients try to seek 
help from Auntie Fa, hoping that she can provide the miracle. 
In contrast, Mrs. Ng, a 56 Hokkienese office cleaner, tells me that she has 
rarely asked Auntie Fa to heal sickness because she thinks western medicine can give 
her enough confidence. She focuses her consultation mainly on ritual and ceremony 
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preparation: 
Auntie Fa is potent in dealing with gods and sptnts. She has deep 
knowledge in traditional customs and norms. Therefore, when I need to find a 
good day for house movement, decoration of the house, marriage, I come to 
see General Lok. When I need to prepare offerings and ceremony for the gods 
and the ancestors, I come to see General Lok, for he is an expert in this area. I 
rarely ask him questions apart from this area, because I do not know if he is 
also good at other matters, (such as) healing sickness and predicting fortune. In 
coping with issues of the gods and ghosts, he is powerful; yet, he is sometimes 
potent and sometimes ineffective when dealing with unemployment and 
business issues ... Although others say General Lok is a great doctor, I think it 
is better to find a real doctor for help ... 
While facing the public perception of shamanism as superstition, they have 
regarded shamanism as potent in the modem day; however, it may be a superstition if 
people become too obsessed with it. Mrs. Lam, who is Stella's mother, tells me how 
her younger sister had been a superstitious person. She says that her sister believes in 
many deities and is enthusiastic to go worshiping in different temples. She consults 
the shamans on almost everything and is eager to follow all their instruction without 
thinking. At last, she had been cheated by $10,000 by a sly shaman for a blessing 
ritual for her son. Mrs. Lam thinks that her sister is superstitious because she is too 
obsessed with the supernatural, thus, she fails to keep a clear mind on detecting the 
malicious intention of the shaman. "It is ironic that she still thinks it is worth doing 
that." Mrs. Lam concludes that shamanism (man mai) in this term, becomes a 
superstition for her sister. Therefore, she considers that people's behavior on the 
usage of shamanism determines whether it is a superstition: 
I think that shamanism is useful; however, it can also be a superstition for 
some people. It depends on how you use it. If you ask help from the shaman on 
everything and just do what she tells you to do without thinking, then, you are 
superstitious and shamanism becomes a superstition to you. If you find the 
shaman only when you face big trouble that you cannot solve, then you are not 
superstitious. It is because you are still trying to solve your problems through 
your own hand, but you are not able to, therefore, you need other people (the 
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shaman)'s help ... 
For Mrs. Lam, Auntie Fa is the expert for the supernatural realm. Therefore, 
when she has problem on bad fortunes, deities and ancestor worship or household 
fung seoi, she will consult Auntie Fa because she is the only one who can provide 
good and accurate solution on these fields. Alice, the 26-year-old merchandiser, also 
has similar comment. In her opinion, shamanism is real and potent; however, one's 
attitude and usage of shamanism can turn it into a superstition. She explains that one 
should have their own judgment and point of view on events. Some people believe 
too much on the shaman's power, they become addicted and it is dangerous, because 
it blinds people from making rational decision: 
Do not try to depend too heavily on one thing (shamanism) or it becomes 
superstition. The Confucian scholar had said 'too much is as bad as not 
enough' (~~®/fR.). If you are too focusing on one thing, it becomes a toxic to 
you. Therefore, science can also become a superstition if you blindly worship 
its ability ... Superstition is bad. Some people think that science is the ultimate 
truth, so they criticize other people's belief in religion. It is in fact a very stupid 
thing ... 
For Alice, shamanism and science are two practical principles for problem 
solving that should be adequately used. Alice considers that even though she will 
consult Auntie Fa when she faces difficulties and uncertainties, she will still try to 
hold her own judgment over the shaman's advice. It is because the shaman's word is 
only one form of opinions. If she finds out that Auntie Fa's advice is not good 
enough for solving the problem, she will not follow her order. Rather, she may go 
and find other shamans for help. For she emphasizes, "I am still the one who is in 
charge of my life." 
Other clients also emphasize such principle. Mrs. Wong, a middle-age woman 
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who asks Auntie Fa to find a job, the motivation for the usage of shamanism is that 
whenever she cannot make up her mind on something, she comes to visit Auntie Fa. 
Mrs. Lam explains, "It is because I cannot make up my own decision, therefore, I try 
to ask Auntie Fa to decide for me. I also ask other people for opinions. Auntie Fa is a 
good adviser. She never fails to give me good advice; therefore, I believe in her and 
will try to ask her opinion before making decisions." However, she admits that ones 
cannot only depend on the shaman's power without her own efforts. One can succeed 
only when she is willing to give and work hard. Although Mrs. Lam believes the 
shaman's power, she considers this kind of help as an emotional support rather than a 
real physical rescue; "After consulting Auntie Fa and receiving her magical help, I 
still need to find a job myself. It is not as you have Auntie Fa's blessing, so you need 
not to do anything. You still have to solve your problem. Only is that you feel 
protected and that there is still someone who can protect you." As Mrs. Lam 
emphasizes, this kind of support is necessary, since it gives her peace of mind and 
prevent her from being too nervous of her harsh situation. 
3. Rationalization of the Shamanic Power 
It is significant that many Auntie Fa's clients have noticed the importance of 
science in the modern society and how it becomes the main agent for defining 
rationality. Therefore, they tend to compare shan1anism with it in order to justify the 
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potency of the practice. Seeing the domination of secular ideology in Hong Kong 
society, some of the Auntie Fa's clients, such as Alice, try to emphasize shamanism's 
secularized functions and define them according to the modern medical and scientific 
knowledge. For example the shaman's possession is interpreted as a resonance (:ftq~) 
of human magnetic field (~tt:f:~) between the shaman and the clients. Auntie Fa's Hei 
gong (~J)J) healing is said to be an effective breathing exercise that can help the 
clients obtain good health. Even Auntie Fa notices the need to clarify her work with 
the western rational thinking. Wheri I ask Auntie Fa how she can define the 
relationship between her belief and the modem science, she answers, "of course, 
there is no contradiction between them. It is Chinese science and it has developed in 
China for five thousand years. The Western people have their science and we have 
our own." 
Although not all the clients declare shamanism as Chinese science like Auntie 
Fa, some of the young and middle age clients have tried to clarify shamanism with 
modern secular terms. For example, several of them have justified shamanism as a 
form of psychotherapy. Miss Wong, a 26-year-old clerk, comments that people 
believe in shamanism because it provides emotional support to them. People who 
have faced great troubles in their life and are desperate about their situation tend to 
believe in religion and shamans. By offering helps (whether the help is really linked 
with supernatural power or not) for the clients, the shaman provides emotional 
comfort and support to release their pain and anxiety. Thus, shamanism is a form of 
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psychotherapy and she will only obey the shaman's command when she thinks it is 
reasonable. Miss Wong's interpretation of the belief in shamanism is so rational and 
logical that it makes it hard for me to believe when she admits that she had drunk the 
charm water offered by General Lok for removing the curse inside her, which is said 
to cause her bad luck for a long period of time. In order to know more about it, I ask 
her why she drinks the charm water even though she knows that it may be only a 
psychological thing. Without too much hesitation, she replies that, "Because I believe 
in General Lok's power. Besides, why not try the treatment? It won't hurt anyone if I 
try it." For Miss Wong, although shamanism functions as western psychotherapy, 
they are still different. While both the help from the shaman and the psychologists 
have the ability to reduce client's emotional stress, shamanism is broader, since it has 
contact with both the mundane and the supernatural world. Miss Wong states that she 
will not find a psychologist but she is willing to visit Auntie Fa because finding a 
psychologist will give people an impression that she has faced serious problems and 
that she may has mental problem. Finding a shaman is more usual and if both 
consultation can have the similar result, why not asking help from Auntie Fa when it 
costs much less price. 
After converting to Christianity, Tina, who is a university student, still comes 
with her mother to visit Auntie Fa. I am surprised by her action as shamanism is 
incompatible with Christianity. When I ask her if her participation in the shamanic 
activities is against her belief, Tina admits that many other Christians also have 
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considered shamanism to be pagan, since the shamans (she addresses her as a "god 
granny", san po t$~) do not adopt their power from God to perform the magic. 
Therefore, they are said to have obligation with devils. However, Tina has her own 
interpretation on the issue. She tells me that she does not see shamans as spirit 
mediums who manipulate supernatural power to cause magic and miracle; rather, she 
considers them as the holders of the ancient wisdom. In the past, they are the wise 
people (9§11§) in society. They know more things than other people and they pass 
their knowledge to them for fighting against natural disasters, diseases and other 
misfortunes. People think that they have supernatural power and can communicate 
with the gods; it is because they have very little understanding on the natural world, 
therefore, they mistake the practical knowledge as something supernatural and 
mystical. The shamans also try to use exaggerated performances to make people 
believe that they are inspired by the deities and they are powerful. However, while 
uncovering all these distraction, one can see that most of this shamanic knowledge is 
in fact, rational information for problem solving. For example, Auntie Fa's 
prescription for healing is Chinese traditional medicine and folk recipe. Her Qigong 
(~r}J) healing is Chinese massage therapy. Tina even thinks that the mythical 
practices of baa tzi ()\ ~) and fung seoi (00.7]<) reading are scientific and rational. 
She considers them as Chinese calendar system and statistics on showing the 
relationship between nature and human beings: 
Chinese baa tzi and fung shui are not irrational or superstition, because 
they have a precise calculation system. It combines Chinese calendar and 
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astronomy into a complicated and accurate calculation system for predicting 
the future events. It is our ancestors' wisdom and it has experienced over 3000 
years' experiment. Although I cannot say this system is perfect, even science 
always gives out wrong results, but its accuracy is high ... Auntie Fa tells you 
that you will have good luck this year, not because she is inspired by the deity 
who possessed in her body, but that she has carefully calculated the weights of 
your baatzi and finds that you will have a harvest in the next year. It's about 
numbers and calculation ... Fung shui has been used by many westemers; it 
proves that fung shui is still very useful and popular in the modem days. I 
think that fung shui's principle is similar to western architecture and interior 
designs. They all try to find a harmony between the environment and the 
human beings. Fung shui seems to be supernatural because its language is 
ancient and Chinese. For example, the green dragon(~~~), white tiger (BJJE), 
red phoenix(:*~) and black turtle Cz~) are unfamiliar to the modem people, 
yet, what they represented are the four directions on a compass. The principle 
of fung shui is modern and practical. .. 
Therefore, rather than classifying Auntie Fa as a spirit medium who are 
inspired by the demon, Tina assumes that the shaman gains her power from the 
ancient secret wisdoms. People who have learnt these wisdoms can also become a 
shaman too. However, when I ask her if she believes that the shaman can 
communicate with the death, Tina answers it by saying that she has heard that many 
shamans go into trance through drugs and pretension to increasing their shamanic 
image, therefore, she does not know if General Lok really possesses Auntie Fa during 
the consultation. However, it is not important; since whether a shaman is inspired by 
a deity does not influence her ability in problem solving. She only consults Auntie Fa 
with baa tzi and fung seoi readings. As she thinks that baa tzi and fung seoi readings 
are scientific practices, consulting the shaman on these areas, thus, does not 
contradict with her belief. 
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The Shaman's Failure in Consultation 
One day while I was doing participant observation in Auntie Fa's home, I saw 
a middle-age woman argued with Auntie Fa about the shaman's failure to save her 
daughter-in-law's baby during the pregnancy. The client questioned Auntie Fa for her 
sincerity on the incident. After talking to the client for a while, Auntie Fa concluded 
that the client had wrongly performed the fertility ritual, which turned the blessing 
into a curse. Although not quite satisfied with the shaman's suggestion, the woman 
accepted Auntie Fa's further instruction and left. 
Seeing such situation, I keep wondering if Auntie Fa's clients had ever 
questioned the shaman's power, especially when she has failed to fulfill their wishes. 
After a certain period of observation, I find that many clients, especially the old 
generation and the long term clients, have relatively strong trust in Auntie Fa. They 
have their own experience in Auntie Fa's shamanic power; therefore, they are willing 
to obey her orders and recommendation as much as they can. Many of them think 
that the shaman's power should not be challenged or the deity will get angry with 
them and refuse to perform the miracles for them. Although sometimes Auntie Fa 
may fail to fulfill their expectation, most of them accept the explanation of the cause. 
Even though I have seen some of the clients complain to Auntie Fa when her 
suggestion cannot help them solve their problems, I can understand that their main 
intention is to find out the root of the failure so that they can quickly use a better 
method to resolve the case. Ms. Fu, who has followed Auntie for more than 20 years, 
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thinks that it is normal that General Lok (Auntie Fa) may sometimes fail to solve 
some of the clients' problem. It is because though deities are superior to man, they 
are not invincible. Big deities with higher ranks like Gwaan Dai Je OUlwiffr) and 
Wong Tai Sin50 ( w*1W) may have great power to save humans. In contrast, deities 
like the earth gods and the gods of the Hell may have limited power in their 
territories. However, even the biggest deities have their own limits. Like human 
beings, they may sometimes be careless and do things wrong. General Lok is a child 
deity and he is always very busy, it is impossible for him to make sure that all the 
cases are going on the right track. "He is still a child; you cannot demand too much 
from a child, even a child that is a deity, "says Mrs. Fu. Therefore, she forgives 
General Lok's mistake during the consultation. When she thinks that Auntie Fa's 
suggestion does not fulfill her need; she will ask the shaman for the same question 
again in the next meeting. As Mrs. Fu expressed, "I come here for answer and 
solution, not for argument, why sold I suspect Auntie Fa's power? If I do not believe 
in her, why do I come to see her?" 
Clients like Mrs. Fu who have developed deep relationship with Auntie Fa 
tend to forgive the shaman's failure in consultation. Mrs. Chang, who is regular 
visitor, comes and asks Auntie Fa to help her husband's business, which is said to 
face hard time in the recent years. Although Mrs. Fu has consulted Auntie Fa on the 
case for half year, her husband's business is still bad. It seems that Auntie Fa's 
50 Wong Tai Sin is a famous male Taoist deity in Hong Kong society. See Lang and Ragvald (1993). 
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shamanic power does not help Mrs. Chang solve her problem. However, Mrs. Chang 
continues to visit Auntie Fa regularly for solution. Rather than seeing Auntie Fa's 
magic as useless and impotent, Mrs. Chang considers that the fall of her husband's 
business is caused by her husband's bad fortune in these recent years. Auntie Fa has 
helped to reduce the bad effects; it is why her husband does not go bankrupt. If there 
is no Auntie Fa's help, her husband's situation will be even worse. Therefore, she 
respects Auntie Fa and follows her commands. 
It is obvious that there is no strong bound between the shaman and her clients. 
If the clients lose her/his trust in shaman's ability, they can just stop visiting the 
shaman. Therefore, if the clients are willing to contact the shaman again, it means 
that they still have certain trust in her. Yet, although the clients believe in Auntie Fa's 
shamanic power, some of their trust may not be strong enough to eliminate all 
skeptical feeling towards the shaman. Skepticism towards a particular shaman's 
ability has never left these people's mind, even though they may believe in the 
Chinese mythology and the potency of shamanism. Clients who have contacted 
Auntie Fa for a shorter period tend to have this tendency. They are not Auntie Fa's 
regular clients and they only visit the shaman when they face troubles. Once they 
have troubles that cannot be (easily) solved by secular methods, they will ask Auntie 
Fa for advice, as she is the expert of the supernatural world. However, when their 
problem has been solved, they will stop meeting the shaman, until another incident 
happens to disturb them. "It's not that I do not believe Auntie Fa is a real shaman, but 
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sometimes, I wonder whether her ability is enough to solve my problem," says Mrs. 
Ng, therefore, she only consults Auntie Fa things on religious rituals and worship. It 
is because Auntie Fa has deeper knowledge on traditional values and customs than 
other people; therefore, Mrs. N g thinks that it is alright to follow what the shaman 
tells her to do in this field. However, when it comes to big issues and big decisions 
that influence the future of one's career and family, Mrs. Ng tends to follow her own 
will, even though she will still consult Auntie Fa's opinion and ask for her blessing: 
When you are making difficult decision, you will be afraid to choose the 
wrong path. Therefore, you will feel nervous and when a person is nervous, he 
tends to be eager to hear people's opinions and, most important, support to 
build up his confidence on the incidence. I think I am like that. I will consult 
others before making important decision. It is because I want more people to 
support me. If I find that General Lok's advice is similar to mine, I will be 
happy to continue my work. However, if his proposed decision is different 
from mine, I will still follow my own decision, unless other people also object 
my choice. I think General Lok may be good at dealing with the supernatural, 
yet he may not be good at dealing with other things ... 
Besides Auntie Fa, some of the clients also consult other shaman's opinions 
to increase the chance for getting a good solution. For Mrs. Lee, Auntie Fa is not the 
only shaman she has contact with. She also regularly visits another shaman (who has 
worked in a temple in New Territories) and a fortuneteller. Although she considers 
that Auntie Fa is the most powerful one among the three once she faces great 
uncertainty and misfortune, she will ask all of them for advice. Mrs. Lee emphasizes 
that she trusts Auntie Fa's ability; however, she also thinks that consulting more 
supernatural experts will help to solve the problem more quickly. What she knows 
about modern science has to some degree prevented her to fully trust the shaman. 
Therefore, she tends to compare the three experts' opinions before making any 
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decision. Mrs. Lee thinks that General Lok will be angry if he knows that she have 
other supernatural helpers because it shows that she does not trust him totally. She 
had seen him getting mad with a client because the client has disobeyed his word and 
followed a fortuneteller 's instruction to improve her relationship with her husband, 
which as a result deteriorated even more. Although Mrs. Lee admits the client has 
disrespected General Lok in this case, she does not consider that the client has done 
anything wrong to consult other shamans. It is because people who faced difficulties 
will like to solve their problem as quickly as possible. While they find that the 
shaman's indication does not improve their situation in a significant way, they will 
try to seek for assistance from other shamans. There is no obligation that one can 
only find a shaman for help each time, if pounce can afford the financial expenditure, 
he can consult as many religious experts as he wishes. 
While facing the shaman's failure in solving the clients' problem, some of the 
clients admit that it will cause them to lose some trust on Auntie Fa's shamanic 
power; however, they will continue to consult her opinion, unless she has failed to 
give her valuable opinion in all cases. Mrs. Lee thinks that people believe in 
shamanism because they cannot solve their problems by their own power. Therefore, 
they try to ask help from the supernatural, even though they may not have deep 
understanding on it. She concludes, "If there is a possibility that it can help, then it is 
already worth doing it." Therefore, as long as the shaman's solution has some effects, 
they are not likely to question the potency and the relevance of the instruction. 
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However, once the shaman fails to solve the problem, the clients' skepticism towards 
the shaman's power will be raised, until one day they refuse to visit the shaman again. 
Until now, Mrs. Lee thinks that Auntie Fa has been a good listener and adviser to her, 
thus, she is happy to remain in a good relationship with the shaman. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have discussed how the clients view the shaman's power in 
the modern society and how they interpret the relationship between the magical 
shamanism and the highly secular social order. In his publication Magic, Science and 
Religion, and other Essays, Bronislaw Malinowski says, "magic, far from being 
primitive science, is the outgrowth of clear recognition that science -has its limits and 
that human mind and human skills are at times impotent" (1954: 41 ). People's 
anxiety towards the old fears, such as death, natural disasters and diseases, has not in 
the modern world. The rapid social changes, the emphasis on the impersonalized 
material culture and the demoralization of the traditional values increase the sense of 
alienations and cause new societal stresses to most of the Hong Kong people. 
When they find that human power no longer satisfies their needs in the society, 
they turn to ask help from the supernatural and magic. During my observation and 
interviews I find that although the clients emphasize the shamanic ability of Auntie 
Fa as the main concern for their visit, it is also that they see the shaman 's emotional 
support, which most of the clients think that it is hard to get from other agency in an 
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economical society, as the most valuable issue of a shamanic consultation. 
As Auntie Fa has said that people who try to seek help from her should have 
strong faith in her power, faith seems to become the essential base for maintaining 
the bond between the shaman and the clients. However, after doing participant 
observation and interviews with Auntie Fa's clients, I find it interesting that the 
clients in fact have diverse interpretations on their 'faith' to the shaman. People who 
believe in shamanism may believe in the shamans wholeheartedly, however, I can see 
that there are groups of them who only get a limited faith in them. Elliott gives his 
opinion on faith in China; he says, 
Faith, in the Chinese sense, is best summed up in the negative statement 
that it would be very unwise not to believe upon occasion. Some of the 
participants may, thus, believe wholeheartedly, while others, in western eyes, 
only believe 'a little'. This 'little bit' is still enough to justify their actions in 
their actions in their own minds and to observers. It is also the more rational 
approach followed at other times. (EIIiott 1955: 162) 
However, rather than considering it as moments of blind or unquestioning faith, 
it is noticeable that more Auntie Fa's clients treat shamanism with an attitude of 
"better to believe". Rather than having strong faith in Auntie Fa, they see shamanism 
as one type of investments that can be used for problem solving and a way to get 
information and material (such as job and business information) they needed in a 
highly competitive society. 
Besides, it is obvious that the clients' social class and status, educational level 
and religious perspectives do reflect the diversities of levels of faith. While claiming 
that they have faith in Auntie Fa, many of the clients have shown various degrees of 
skepticism towards the shaman's ability. Among them, clients with old age and who 
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are housewives tend to have more confidence on Auntie Fa's power. Most of them 
are the shaman's old customers and they have followed her for over 10 or even 20 
years. 
In contrast, the clients, who are young, had received education in Hong Kong 
and who come from the middle class, tend to show more hesitation when I ask them 
to clarify their reliance to Auntie Fa. This group of people has normally learned the 
modern scientific worldview more thoroughly than their parents are and they are 
more conscious to notice the conflict between the ideas found in shamanism and 
those of the everyday. It is because they are taught and expected to think rationally 
and scientifically. Shamanism as a traditional religious practice is considered as a 
form of superstition according to what they had learned. Although most of them 
justify Auntie Fa's treatment as rational and practical, their expectation on 
shamanism and requests from the shaman are different from the previous group. For 
example, some of them considered that they would not ask Auntie Fa for medical 




As I state in my introduction, this thesis has three objectives. The first objective 
is to focus my investigation on female shamans to provide another piece of data on 
the development of shamanism in Hong Kong. The second objective is to provide 
new insight on the study of Hong Kong shamanism through studying the symbolic 
meanings of the shaman's role and her practices. The third objective is to investigate 
magic in modern society so to understand the enchantment movement in modernity. 
In the following paragraphs, I will try to sum up my point of view in every chapter, 
to provide a broad and comprehensive view on shamanism in Hong Kong. 
In chapter one, I give a literature review on the academic development on the 
study of magic and modernity. I refer modernity to modes of social life, ideology and 
organization which emerged in Europe from about the 16th, 17th century onwards and 
which eventually became more or less worldwide in their influence. However, 
instead of developing into a homogeneous world, different societies participate and 
produce different formulations of the modem as lived and envisaged within their 
local social environments. The secularization theory emphasized the increase of the 
rationalization of the society would cause the disappearance of religion or its 
privatization. Yet, the secular social order and institutions have their own constraints 
and which allow the religious practices and organizations to step in and hold their 
place in the modem world. Next, I give a brief discussion on Hong Kong religious 
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phenomena, indicating that Hong Kong is a modernized society with emphasis on its 
own traditional values and norms. Shamanism as an ancient practice still exists and 
develops in Hong Kong. I propose that it should be viewed as an ongoing vibrant 
cultural system, instead of a dying tradition. It is its highly adaptive and creative 
quality that allows the construction and reconstruction of magical practice in the 
modem society. 
In chapter two, I have a brief description of the characteristics and types of 
shamans in South China, to let readers have a clearer view on what shamanism is in 
South China. Then, I narrow my focus on one shaman, Auntie Fa. Through 
introducing her workplace, her clients, her operation, her history of possession and 
her personal network, I give detailed information on how the shaman operates in her 
community. The process of Auntie Fa becomes a shaman is common case like many 
other shamans in Hong Kong or China. Her possession by the deity General Lok can 
been seen as a break down from the harsh social condition and her deep down 
rebellious emotion towards her low and unequal class status in the society. Her 
connection with her clients, the other religious parties and practitioners also indicate 
how the shaman construct her own community and this community would then be 
the large source for her power and repetition in her operation. 
In chapter three, I start to analyze the shamanic world shared by the shaman and 
her clients. One can notice that the shaman and her clients' interpretation of the 
supernatural world is influenced by the modern elements, for example, the young 
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clients have strongly influenced by the mass media in their concept on the spirit 
world and shamanism. The shaman's perception about the spirit world also shows a 
high adaptation of the traditional imperial celestial bureaucracy to the modern 
condition of the present. I found that the interpretation of Chinese popular religious 
phenomena has great flexibility. This is because the belief system lacks central 
institutions capable of controlling religious interpretation. Thus, it allows new 
knowledge and teaching from foreign and modem values in other cultures to be 
absorbed into traditional Chinese religious belief system to form a more complex 
picture of the Chinese supernatural world relating with the modem society. However, 
the wide variation is still drawing on a set of general themes, shared ambiguities, and 
common tensions. This is why Auntie Fa's clients can understand the shaman's 
interpretation of the spirit world even though she has put in many of her own 
creations. 
In chapter four, I focus on investigating how the shaman interpret and 
reinterpret the cultural symbols in creating the efficacy of her intervention. We see 
how she rationalizes her practice with both traditional and modem cultural signatures. 
For example, she uses symbols and icons from (bio) medicine and popular culture to 
activate her power in medical treatment and religious consultation. Through these 
adaptations, Auntie Fa has created her treatment with a relevant but ambivalent 
meaning, neither modem nor traditional. Moreover, we also see how the shaman uses 
her knowledge in the traditional religious teaching and phenomena, her 
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understanding on the modem movement, her social network and her connection with 
other religious organizations to provide good advice to her clients. Through this 
chapter, we also can see how the shaman has created an image of shamanism linked 
with orthodoxy, purity, and sainthood, rather than a heretical religious practitioner 
portrayed by the HK mass media. This in case, the shaman's efficacy and power has 
been introduced and increased. 
In chapter five, I focus on understanding the clients' expenence with the 
shamanic treatments. I present several reasons that bring the clients to consult the 
shaman. I propose that the modem secular orders and institutions can hardly 
eliminate people's old fear and pain, such as sickens, dead and uncertainties. This 
provides shamanism a way to develop in the modern society as an alternative tool to 
give meaning and solution for a misfortunes and anxiety. I portray some of the social 
problems existed in the modem Hong Kong society. People are alienated and trapped 
in their difficult situation caused · by the modem secular order. It also showed how 
shamanism is used by different classes and gender to obtain their own benefits. They 
try to consult Auntie Fa who can provide solutions in another realm, a supernatural 
realm. Auntie Fa is able to fulfill their individual needs and interests through 
religious, emotional and practical treatment. Therefore, for them, Auntie Fa is 
efficacious and powerful. 
Moreover, I also show how the clients justify their belief in shamanism. It is 
interesting to notice that even though the modem scientific rational thinking is 
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dominant in Hong Kong society; other forces of rationalities also prevail. People 
negotiate among these forces of rationalities to find their ground to explain their 
belief in shamanism and the shaman. However, it is important to notice that rather 
than considering it as moments of blind or unquestioning faith, it is noticeable that 
more Auntie Fa's clients treat shamanism with an attitude of "better to believe". 
Doubts still exist during the consultation or when the shaman's magic does not work. 
In this area, there is also gap between the old and younger clients. The younger 
clients seem to express more skepticism towards the shaman. Rather than having 
strong faith in Auntie Fa, they see shamanism as one type of investments that can be 
used for problem solving and a way to get information and material (such as job and 
business information) they needed in a highly competitive society. Moreover, it is a 
significant remark that when I mention about superstition to the clients, especially 
the younger clients, they immediately relate it to the western declaration of the 
Chinese traditional practices. It may be because they see science, the modern secular 
order and the expert system in Hong Kong as westernized creatures. Therefore, when 
I use the word superstition, they basically link it with the western or the westernized 
power's criticism on the local traditional values and activities. 
Role of Shamanism in Hong Kong 
Shamanism is a marginalized religious practice in Hong Kong due to its lack 
of institutionalization and standardization character. Shamans like Auntie Fa usually 
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work 1n their home. Although many of them have relation with local religious 
organizations, the teaching of shamanism is usually oral and private to the specialists. 
The shamans remain diffused and separated from each other, which unable them to 
form a better structure. Although shamanism has obtained its meaning from Daoism, 
Confucism, Buddhism and popular religions, it fails to have a standardized form and 
teaching. It remains as heretical comparing to orthodox Buddhism. With such 
characteristics, the practice of shamanism can hardly obtain public recognization 
from the government and it remains as a private and marginal in the modern society. 
However, shamanism is a unique religious practice in the modern society due to its 
strong adaptability to the changing social order and to the psychological and cultural 
values to their clients. Instead of viewing it as a traditional religious practice frozen 
in the time, shamanism is a flexible, ongoing and ever-changing belief system that is 
still popular in the Chinese society. It is especially significant for female shamans 
like Auntie Fa in Hong Kong. As they tend to operate their business by themselves 
(even though they may have alliances with other shamans), there is no big constraint 
on their interpretation of religious symbols to their clients. They can adjust their 
consultation to fit the need of individual client, even by bringing in modern or 
western cultural symbols to justify their suggestions. 
It is noticeable that the role Auntie Fa played in her community and among 
her clients fulfilled social functions. First of all, through organizing and sponsoring 
the local Hokkienese community religious activities, Auntie Fa has worked as a 
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medium to provide solidarity among her people. The shaman's home has become an 
information center where clients share gossips and news about events happened in 
their community. Apart from it, new Hokkienese immigrants who are alien in Hong 
Kong society come to ask Auntie Fa for help. Through her own connection with the 
local Hokkienese community and religious parties, the shamans are able to introduce 
these new members into the group, which in one way, provides support for the 
newcomers and in the other way, strengthens the local Hokkienese community's 
bond. 
The operation of Auntie Fa's shamanship has reflected the modem social 
change and development in Hong Kong in the recent years. The rapid development 
of urbanization, technological advancement~ media communication and 
market-economy has pushed Hong Kong to become an international metropolis with 
advanced materialistic commodities and high standard of living. Yet, this highly 
modernized city also creates chaos. The over-developed urban areas are 
over-crowded and over-loaded. People face great pressure under intense competition 
with others. The rapid development of cyber technology also widens the gap between 
generations. Parents worry about their children's future in the highly competitive 
society and at the same time, they are not familiar with the world surrounded their 
children. The old generation feels that they cannot catch up the fast changing and feel 
isolated. The increasing gap between the poor and the rich intensify social instability. 
Moreover, pollution and disease caused by the economic and industrial development 
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have threatened the life of Hong Kong people. Therefore, many clients visit Auntie 
Fa because their individual values and needs are suppressed by the modern social 
system or values which cause them uncertainty and pain. They feel unsatisfied and 
alienated. Auntie Fa is able to release them from their anxiety and rebuild their 
self-esteem with a supernatural solution, so that they can reenter and continue to live 
under the existing social system. Therefore, shamans are not only the mediums 
between the living world and the supernatural world; they are also the medium 
between the local culture and the modern capitalist culture. 
Magic in Modernity 
Since the middle of the 19th century, western scholars have studied the magic, 
religion and the supernatural. Influenced by Darwin's evolutionary theory and the 
development of positivism, the early scholars assumed that Europeans were at the top 
of the evolutionary trend, the civilized and progressive vanguard, while other groups 
of people were backward and primitive. The term magic was then used to describe 
the non-westerners' beliefs and practices and was also used to justify condemnation 
and accusation. It was seen to be "devil worship", "jugglers", "imposters" or 
"pseudoscience". It was limited in utility and mostly incorrect when compared to 
western science, as it lacked logical and rational explanation. Thus, the adjustment of 
magic in the academic field was in fact, a way of negatively distinguishing "savage" 
or "primitive" logic from a modern, Western one (Meyer and Pels 2003: 6). 
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In his article "The Anthropologist's Encounter with the Supernatural", Lewis 
mentioned that the anthropologist's encounter with the supernatural seemed to be 
destined to remain ambiguous and inconclusive (Lewis 1993: 23). As the gaze of 
observers opened up, scholars started to appreciate other peoples' cultures and saw 
them having equal value to their own. Anthropologists gradually started to indicate 
that magic no longer was the "exotic" and "isolated to primitive culture"; instead, it 
is a current system, which is collateral with the process of modernization and has 
never left us throughout the development of modernity. New academics focused on 
finding the magic in "supposedly rational" contexts and argued that modem scientific 
and rational phenomena in fact consist of magical and metaphoric elements. Thus, 
there is a mixing of magic with modernity. 
After my study of shamanism in Hong Kong, I found that the clients' 
perception towards the relationship between shamanism and modem secular social 
orders is more natural and harmonious than of conflict and hostility. Although many 
clients are aware of scientific thought on magic as irrational and superstitious, as 
most of them received the secular ideology either from the school or the mass media, 
they do not entirely agree with it. Older clients usually lack the concept of what 
science and magic are. They simply see shamanism as a useful tool for problem 
solving. It is real and rational, just like the modem people appreciate science as 
scientific and logical. For them, seeing a doctor is no different from seeing a shaman, 
as they both are healers. It is only a matter of choice among a various options. 
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Clients of a younger age, who tend to have received more modem secular ideology, 
see how magic (shamanism) has been presented in modem world. However, rather 
than abandoning the magical world, many of them have combine the two belief 
systems to create a new perception of the world. They see .the shamanic world and 
the secular social world as two sides of a coin. A world consists of two levels: the 
physical world and the spiritual world, just like a person has a body and his wan paak 
( 0l8~). While the secular social order and scientific phenomena represent the 
physical level of life, the supernatural represents the spiritual and emotional one. 
They coexist and balance with one another to form a completed world, as a person 
with her wan paak is a healthy person, otherwise she is a zombie. As the physical 
world and the spiritual world interact and influence one another all the time, there is 
intermingling. 
According to Pattana Kithara's article, "You May Not Believe, But Never 
Offend the Spirits: Spirit-Medium Cults and Popular Media in Modem Thailand": 
Traditional, indigenous popular cultures find themselves under attack 
by mainstream forces variously characterized as modem, Western, or 
global." A local popular culture persists since ''it provides something that 
people value and need. What Thailand's spirit cults offer to their followers -
and what significant numbers if people clearly need - is advice, comfort, 
and a promise of understanding the future in an uncertain world. The 
success of these cults poses questions about the ability of both media and 
dominant rationalist and modernist vision to satisfy many basic human 
needs in the contemporary world. (Kitiarsa 2002: 174) 
Similarly, although Hong Kong has become a highly modernized society since 
the 70s, a thoroughly scientific world-view is not dominant within the locals. People 
have been educated with rational knowledge; yet feel that the secular order cannot 
248 
explain everything. On many occasions, it is the secularized social order that creates 
its own 'monster' to haunt people. People, who have been alienated by the highly 
rational and bureaucratically organized social order worry about their life, career, 
children or marriage, and create ghosts, monsters, witchcrafts and sorcery as the 
scapegoats for their failure. This is why magic is still important in nowadays life, as 
it provides another way to explain the world and solve the chaos. It also provides 
emotional and psychological comfort for the believers where it is lacking in the 
secularized social orders. Thus, the more uncertainties people face in the secular 
society, the more they will try to ask for supernatural help. Among different types of 
religious practices, shamanism is one of the oldest forms of religious practices which 
still exist in Hong Kong society. 
Moreover, the modem world is continuing to create its own magic. In their 
book Magic and Modernity: Interfaces of Revelation and Concealment, Birgit Meyer 
and Peter Pels provide directions for research into the "magic of modernity itself." 
They investigate the "supposed rationalized" social contexts that are in fact full of 
magical and metaphoric symbols, which "make us play with the extent to which we 
have indeed never been modem" (Meyer and Pels 2003: 3 8). The rapid development 
of the media in the modem society helps to reconstruct the power of shamanism. 
Through presentation of shamanism in Cantonese horror movies, shamanism in Hong 
Kong has been reproduced to become a form of entertainment. However, the image 
of shaman (man mai po) shown on the wide screen also creates a sense of nostalgia 
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and mysticism for the religious practices, which indeed, romanticizes and gives 
power to the shamans in reality. I once told one of my friends that I would do 
research on man mai po, and she strongly suggested I change my topic, since 
according to her impression of shamans after she had seen several Hong Kong horror 
movies; they are traditional, powerful but hazardous and ghostly. Therefore, she 
thought that my research was dangerous. 
While the modern society creates its own magic, religious practitioners try to 
adopt the modern scientific contexts into their consultation. Thus, magic is absorbing 
modern theory and ideology into its development. For example, the interpretation of 
the spirit world by Auntie Fa and her clients and the shaman's relevant but 
ambivalent consultations show the impact of mainstream modem forces on the local 
culture. However, it is a form of adaptation, instead of replacement. As Meir Shahar 
and Robert Weller suggest in the introduction of their book Unruly Gods: Divinity 
and Society in China, Chinese popular religion has a great flexibility in its 
interpretation. The result is caused by the lack of either a "shared orthodoxy" or a 
"consistent and unified system of ruling ideas" ( 1996: 31 ). A general framework of 
the supernatural allows people to construct their interpretations through their own 
experience, and the popular culture. Therefore, Chinese popular religion is also 
highly adaptable, which allows it to absorb new ideas from ' others' into the general 
framework of supernatural world in China. This is why in Auntie Fa's interpretation 
of spirit world; modern facilities can appear in the traditional hell. It is also why 
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DNA can be used to explain fate by Auntie Fa's client. As Hong Kong society keeps 
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